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Foreword 

 

Central to the work of the CAAB has been the belief that good decision making can only occur in the 
presence of all of the facts.  Most of our research programme and our evidence to practice seminars 
have been concerned with filling the gaps in the knowledge deficit to assist the sector to move away 
from responses that are reactive or intuitive to ones that are evidence informed. 

 

As part of this process the CAAB has developed a number of databases to make existing research 
more accessible.  In addition, the CAAB has provided a summary analysis of existing research 
literature in a number of areas to ensure that key messages from research are more systematically 
communicated.  

 

This report provides a summary analysis of research literature on children in detention and out of 
home care in Ireland. The study was co-financed by the CAAB and the Irish Youth Justice Service 
(IYJS). The report covers residential care (mainstream, high support, special care), foster care 
(general foster care, relative foster care or respite foster care) and detention (children detention 
schools or prisons).   

 

There is much to be learned from the contents of this audit and thematic analysis, and we hope that it 
will be helpful to all those who access the information and I particularly recommend it to policy 
makers, service managers and practitioners. 

 

Perhaps the most useful learning for the sector from this study is the finding of a lack of strategic 
intention to learn from our experiences.  Most of the studies undertaken emerge in a way that does 
not necessarily focus on those areas which would be most helpful in deciding the efficacy, efficiency, 
effectiveness and cost-benefit of the range of services and interventions. 

 

The report presents a set of recommendations that, if implemented, are likely to help improve 
understanding on how welfare and justice services impact on children’s lives and which will inform 
how to make the best use of resources to maximise outcomes for vulnerable children.  

 

Aidan Browne 

Chief Executive 

Children Acts Advisory Board
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1 Introduction 

The Children Acts Advisory Board (the CAAB)1 is responsible for advising the Minister for Health and 

Children and the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform on policy issues relating to the co-

ordinated delivery of services to children and young people at risk under the Child Care Act, 1991 and 

the Children Act, 2001.  

 

In partnership with the Irish Youth Justice Service, the Health Service Executive, the Young Persons 

Probation Service, the Irish Association of Young People in Care and the Irish Foster Care 

Association, the CAAB commissioned Eustace Patterson Limited to conduct this piece of research. 

The overall objective of the study was to audit and review the Irish research literature on children in 

detention and out of home care in Ireland. The study has two outputs, a Thematic Review of the 

Literature and an Audit of all the research material accessed. The review is as comprehensive as 

possible given the natural constraints of such processes.  

 

A total of 256 pieces of research were identified for inclusion in the audit. The researchers believe that 

this is a reasonably comprehensive yield from their search and are mindful of the likelihood that other 

items may exist. That said, the volume of pieces identified presents a critical mass of the target 

literature to achieve the audit and the thematic review. 

 

This report presents the Thematic Review of the literature and summarises the key findings from the 

Audit. 

2 Key Findings 

2.1 Audit of Literature  

The audit identified that there has been considerable research into children in detention and out of 

home care, with 256 pieces of research identified during the audit process. The research has been 

largely driven by academia, although there has been some pieces commissioned by the statutory 

sector. Relatively little was initiated by the community and voluntary sector. The methodologies  

                                                      
1 Formerly the Special Residential Services Board (SRSB). 
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employed relied heavily on secondary information sources, with some use of primary information 

sources such as the views of children in care or detention and their carers. Where primary research 

was carried out, sample sizes were generally small.  

2.2  Policy and Context 

The detention and out of home care system has been the subject of considerable reform and renewal. 

Responsibility has transferred between departments, new legislation has been introduced, standards 

have been developed and clarity is emerging on definitions of the role of different parts of this care 

system. There has been an increased awareness of child protection and children’s rights and the 

development of structures to support these.  

 

However, the care system remains fragmented and has weak preventative and reintegrative 

components. This is exacerbated by the absence of a national framework or strategy for children in 

detention and out of home care. 

2.3  Capacity and Usage 

2.3.1  Detention 

The number of cases coming before the Courts involving the prosecution of children ranges from 

between 2,500 and 3,500 annually. The majority of these children are male, aged between 15 and 17. 

Between 15% and 17% receive detention (i.e. 375–595 per annum).  

 

At present, only boys under the age of 16 and girls under the age of 18 at the time of being remanded 

or committed by the Courts can be held in a children detention school. There are currently four 

children detention schools in the State, with a maximum designated capacity of 77 children at any one 

time. Boys aged 16 or 17 years old at the time of being remanded/committed are detained in St. 

Patrick’s Institution under the aegis of the Irish Prison Service. 

 

Over the course of 2007, a total of 137 children were detained by order of the Courts in a children 

detention school, with approximately three-quarters of the maximum detention school capacity being 

occupied at any one time. The Irish Prison Service’s annual report for 2007 indicated that over the 

course of the year, 247 under 18 year old males were detained in facilities under their aegis. The 

majority of all under 18 year olds being sentenced were ordered to be detained for less than one year.  
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The Children Act, 2001, as amended, states that the children detention school model of care should 

be extended to all children ordered to be detained by the Courts. In March 2008 the government 

announced that a new national detention facility is to be built. A key element of this plan is the 

creation of places using the children detention school model to enable the transfer of 16 and 17 year 

old boys out of St. Patrick’s Institution, which is available under transitional arrangements provided for 

in the Children Act, 2001, as amended. On completion of the development, all those under 18 years 

being detained will be in facilities using the children detention school model. 

2.3.2  Residential and Foster Care  

Most recent figures show that around 5,347 children are in care that is supervised by the HSE. This 

represents significant growth in the total number of children in care since 1990, when the figure was 

around 2,000. The Child Care Act, 1991 placed statutory responsibility on the then health boards for 

the protection and welfare of children and it is likely this had a bearing on the increase in the number 

of children in care. 

 

In line with international trends, there has been a major shift in the last 20 years away from residential 

care to foster care. Nearly 90% of children in the care of the HSE are now in foster care, with the 

remainder in mainstream residential care or other care settings (e.g. supported lodgings) or at home 

under a care order.  

 

Within the foster care sector there has been growth in the number of children placed with relatives 

rather than non-relatives, with approximately one quarter of children now placed with relatives.  

2.3.3  High Support and Special Care 

High support (non-secure) and special care (secure) were developed in response to the growing 

number of children and young people with challenging behaviour and the direct intervention of the 

High Court in the cases of children for whom no adequate services were being provided.  

 

High support has developed along two pathways: physical units called high support units (HSU) and 

as a methodology applied in a community setting. The total HSU capacity is 61 places but occupancy 

is much less than this and for 2007 it was 64%. Data is not available on the total number of children 

placed in HSU in 2007. There is no data available on the number of children who are having high 

support as a community methodology applied to them. 
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There are three special care units (SCU) with a total capacity of 25 places. Occupancy levels have 

increased each year since 2004 and for 2007 stood at 81%. In total, 34 children were placed in SCU 

in 2007. 

2.3.4  Data Issues 

In our presentation of these findings we have used terms such as ‘around’ rather than precise figures 

because accurate and timely information on the numbers of children in different parts of the youth 

justice and care systems are not available. This is a serious flaw that needs to be addressed. 

2.4  Governance 

There has been considerable development of structures and monitoring systems to support children’s 

rights, child protection and national standards for children in detention and care, but they have yet to 

weld together to form a coherent approach. To date the focus of inspections and monitoring of 

standards has been on residential care and not on foster care, the largest segment of children in care. 

 

Concerns were expressed in the literature about the arbitrary age distinction between the youth justice 

and care systems and the role ‘chance’ can play in determining which part of the system a child ends 

up in. Placement criteria and monitoring need further development to ensure clarity over the purpose 

of placements, the length of each placement and ongoing review of the continuing need for 

placement. 

 

While the increased professionalisation of the child care sector in general was noted in the literature, 

concerns were raised about inadequate preparation and ongoing training of carers in the largest part 

of the care system, i.e. foster care. Social work practices, relevance of staff qualifications, changes in 

staff, staff turnover and social work caseloads were also raised as issues that can affect supports and 

care provided to children while in care of whatever nature, as well as the range and level of supports 

provided to non-professional carers. Management and leadership are core elements of good practice, 

yet there is little coverage of these topics in the literature. 

 

Evaluation is not currently a feature of the care system, although it has been a feature of the youth 

justice system. As a result, we cannot ascertain how effective the care system is in providing positive 

outcomes for children and indeed in determining whether in-care outcomes are better or worse than 

the child remaining in his or her family home. 
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2.5 Practice Issues 

More than half of the children admitted to all forms of care are admitted under a court order (as 

opposed to voluntary care). The literature highlights the importance of good quality placement 

decisions. In particular, this includes the involvement of higher levels of management in decision 

making, ensuring the best fit with the needs of the child, minimising multiple placements, maintaining 

ties with family and community and sharing of responsibility between relevant agencies and support 

structures. 

 

Weaknesses in the needs assessment process were identified in respect of assessment of relative 

(kinship) foster carers, children with special needs or disabilities, children who are members of the 

Traveller community and children in detention with complex psychological needs.  

 

The literature indicates that there is room for improvement in care planning and key-working. For 

example, it is necessary to ensure that all children have a worker2 assigned to them and care plans3 

developed and that there is good quality care plan implementation and follow-through. Other 

examples include appropriate sharing of relevant information, that parents and children are involved in 

meaningful ways in care planning and review processes and that exit planning is effective.  

 

From the discussion in the literature, the interconnectedness of the different parts of the care and 

detention system, support structures and interventions is evident. Multidisciplinary teamwork was 

emphasised as a necessary tool for effective intervention with children and their families. There were 

also calls for more preventative work and early intervention to minimise the need for care or detention 

and to enhance positive outcomes. Where care or detention has resulted, the literature recommended 

improvements to exit planning and aftercare.  

2.6 Participation 

Meaningful participation by young people in the care process is increasingly recognised in the 

literature as a way forward and training of social workers to achieve this was recommended. 

Discussion has progressed from descriptions of complaints procedures to the importance of engaging 

and involving young people in care planning, decision making, reviewing and life planning.  

 

                                                      
2 ‘Worker’ may be a social worker or key-worker. 

3 ‘Care plan’ may be a statutory care plan or a placement plan. 
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Participation by parents and carers was also raised as an issue, particularly in relation to their 

involvement, or lack thereof, in care planning decisions. In foster care, the management of birth and 

host family and child and birth family relationships were noted as particularly challenging areas that 

require further development.  

 

The literature on gender roles was sparse, despite the importance of gender as an influencing and 

role-modelling component of care and detention. 

2.7 Integration and Co-ordination 

The literature is critical of the discrete operation of the care and youth justice systems (the silo effect) 

without reference to an overarching plan or strategy. There were calls for the adoption of a continuum 

of care approach that is needs led and involves inter-agency working to support the needs of children 

and carers. 

 

The literature indicates that there are no illusions that integration and inter-agency working is free 

from challenge, but also points to the factors that contribute to its success. These include positive 

interpersonal relationships, mutually supportive structures, complementary practice, clarity over roles 

and responsibilities, good communication and appreciation of each other’s work. 

 

The literature provides few details on the practical ‘how to’ of inter-agency working or demonstration 

that integration and inter-agency working is effective and yields better outcomes. 

2.8  Experience of Children and Carers 

The literature provides limited descriptions of the experience of children in care or detention but very 

little critique of whether or not out of home care or detention is generally a positive intervention for 

children. What does emerge is that the details of care matter and impact on the child’s sense of 

security, self-worth and belonging, and their behaviour.  

 

Children who had been in detention experienced a mix of relief at having regained their freedom but 

also loss for the structure and support provided by children detention schools. Children in residential 

or foster care experienced a sense of difference when attending mainstream schools as a result of 

their care status and needed to be supported to develop coping strategies. Movement between care 

placements impacted on friendships, school attendance and academic achievement and family 

contact. 
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The experience of carers, whether professional or non-professional, is documented. Altruism appears 

to play a large part in the motivation for fostering and for many foster carers the experience is in tune 

with their expectations. The experience of fostering for the children of foster carers appears, from the 

limited research available, to be generally positive. 

2.9 Outcomes for Children  

The literature comments on the impact of a number of factors on increasing the vulnerability of 

already vulnerable children. These include poor decision making on admittance to care, exclusions 

from services, multiple placements and inadequate preparation for leaving care or detention or in 

respect of transitions within care.  

 

Research sample sizes are often small and some of the information is out of date, so it is not possible 

to draw definite conclusions about the impact of care or detention on children. What the literature 

does say, however, suggests that outcomes are generally poor in a range of spheres such as 

education, employment, recidivism, homelessness, reintegration and independent living. It calls into 

question the effectiveness of out of home care and detention as options.  

 

Longitudinal research is needed to provide evidence of outcomes. This research should include the 

tracking of children from the point of entry into care or detention, to exit and at key milestones 

afterwards. 

2.10 Gaps in Knowledge  

Throughout the literature examined in the audit, there were many recommendations on possible 

topics for future research and investigation. Some of these would yield ‘nice to know’ information, 

others would yield ‘need to know’ information. In moving forward with a research agenda, we believe it 

is important that the CAAB prioritise the latter.  

3. Conclusions  

When reading the conclusions and recommendations it is important to take into account a number of 

recent relevant contextual developments, namely: the development of the National Youth Justice 

Strategy 2008–2010 by the Irish Youth Justice Service; the work undertaken by the Office of the 

Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA) in the development of a children’s research 

programme, including the National Longitudinal Study of Children in Ireland (also known as ‘Growing 

Up in Ireland’) by the OMCYA; the upcoming development of a new national children’s strategy, and 

also a national children’s data and research strategy by the OMCYA.  
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3.1 Overall Conclusions 

1. Effectiveness of Services and Interventions 

There is limited rigorous Irish evidence on the effectiveness of services, interventions or practices in 

responding to the needs of children in out of home care and detention and on how their effectiveness 

might be improved.  

 

There is limited formal evaluation of services, interventions and practices with limited rigorous 

evidence-based and quantitative evaluations of the extent to which objectives are being achieved and 

positive outcomes (in terms of immediate results and medium-term impacts) are being delivered for 

children. This reflects the limited availability of outcomes monitoring/performance data and limited 

extent of formal commissioning of service evaluations and related research.  

2. Co-ordinated Delivery of Services and Interagency Working 

There is an ongoing need to examine the effectiveness of co-ordination of services and inter-agency 

working at all levels.  

 

There are calls in the literature for a strengthening of the integration of governance, policy 

development and service provision to ensure an effective response to the needs of the child in out of 

home care and detention.  

 

The care system in Ireland currently spans three government departments (health, education and 

justice). There have been moves to promote greater integration of services, since much of the above 

literature was written. These include the establishment of the Office of the Minister for Children and 

Youth Affairs and more recently the development of Children Services Committees, and the 

establishment and subsequent subsuming of the CAAB. There have also been other developments of 

note such as the National Youth Justice Strategy 2008–2010 and the National Youth Justice 

Oversight Group.  

 

Therefore, there is a need to review whether these, and ongoing developments, achieve greater inter-

agency working and more effective co-ordination of service delivery.  

 



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

ix 

In the development of future national strategies it would be wise to consider developing an 

overarching national strategy on children in out of home care and detention. Consideration could also 

be given to the adoption of a programmatic approach through a specific operational programme for 

children in care and detention with sub-programmes, monitoring, evaluation, etc. 

3. Responding to the Needs of the Child 

We must be mindful of the power of good research and evaluation to inform how best we respond to 

the needs of children who may for a range of reasons require care outside of their family home. 

 

Having examined the range of literature across the sectors we believe it is necessary for all those 

working with children, irrespective of our role (be it research, policy-making or service provision), to 

consciously focus on making a contribution to improving the day to day lives of children in care and 

detention. We must also maximise the power of good research and independent evaluation to help 

inform how best to do this for the good of the child in care. 

 

3.2 Conclusions on Service Outcomes 

1. Ascertaining Outcomes 

The results of this literature review do not equip us to ascertain the precise outcomes associated with 

services for children in out of home care or detention in Ireland.  

 

The review indicates that the factors that contribute to children being placed in care or detention are 

multifaceted and include socio-economic circumstances, dysfunctional behaviour patterns and family 

circumstances. Despite the volume of Irish research that has been completed, we do not have 

sufficient information to tell us which interventions work best to address these factors. The results 

show that we are also limited in our knowledge of the outcomes, immediate results and medium-term 

impacts, for children who have been in care or detention in Ireland. The literature presents some 

evidence to indicate limited outcomes for children who have been placed in residential care or 

detention across a range of possible indicators such as educational attainment, independent living 

skills, accommodation/homelessness, reoffending, participation in training and employment, etc. 

There is very little rigorous Irish research about outcomes for children who have been placed in foster 

care, which is currently the largest care sector. 
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2. Building a Body of Evidence 

In order to build a body of Irish evidence of the outcomes of service for children in out of home care 

and detention it is necessary to revisit the ways in which research is commissioned, conducted, 

reported and utilised. 

 

Throughout the literature examined in the audit, there were wide-ranging recommendations on 

possible topics for future research and investigation. The areas that stand out are: quality information 

on children in care and detention; evaluation of efficacy, efficiency, effectiveness and value for money; 

identification of good practice and of what works; and assessing outcomes. 

 

A national longitudinal study would be useful to determine outcomes at different stages of the care 

continuum and for different settings. This would track a sample of children admitted into different care 

or detention settings from the time they entered care or detention, to leaving care or detention and for 

at least two years afterwards. Comparing the tracking sample with a sample of children who are in 

difficult family circumstances but who remain with their families would help to determine the 

effectiveness of care or detention as an intervention compared to community-based approaches, 

family support or no intervention at all. 

 

It is also important to develop innovative web-based methods for sharing information, research and 

practice with all stakeholders across the spectrum of child welfare services. This would serve to help 

people working in the area to keep up to date with developments in research, practice and policy. It 

would also facilitate more discussion, sharing of practice and opening up of opportunities for 

collaboration and partnership in the interest of responding effectively to the needs of children in out of 

home care or detention. 

3. Important Features of Practice 

While the review of the literature provides limited rigorous evidence on the effectiveness of services 

for children in out of home care and detention, it is possible to draw from the literature the core 

elements or important features of practice in the care of the child in out of home care or detention. 

These features of practice fit into the themes of care of the child, governance, leadership and 

management and inter-agency co-operation for integrated services delivery.  

 

These core elements of practice emerged from the thematic review of the content of 182 pieces of 

literature reviewed for this research project. They serve as a rudimentary checklist to focus our minds 

on what constitutes practice in caring for children in detention or out of home.  



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

xi 

 

These are presented in the main report (Chapter 12) to prompt further reflection and discussion 

amongst policy-makers, decision-makers and academics. The purpose is to contribute to building the 

body of knowledge around good practice.  

 

3.3 Conclusions on Improving Service Outcomes 

3.3.1 Evidence-Based Research 

There is little rigorous evidence-based Irish research that can tell us how to improve outcomes for 

children who have been in out of home care or detention or to enable us ascertain the most effective 

interventions to help improve outcomes. 

3.3.2 Areas Requiring Attention 

While there is limited rigorous Irish evidence to tell us which services, interventions or practices are 

most effective in responding to the needs of children in out of home care or detention, the literature 

suggests a number of areas worth focusing on. Specific areas identified as needing to be expanded 

and/or improved include the continuum of care, prevention, early intervention and aftercare.  

 

Alongside improving the caring aspects of the out of home care system we can also conclude from 

the literature that the other two very important areas that require attention are the ‘before care’ and 

‘aftercare’ phases of the care process. Pointers are outlined below: 

 

� Achieve continuum of care for the child in out of home care. This requires effective care and case 

management and inter-agency working. 

� Develop prevention and early intervention in the community and community-based approaches, 

particularly in the area of youth justice and family or placement breakdown. 

� Develop a coherent strategy to minimise and monitor ‘drift’ in length of stays in care. This can be 

achieved through care planning and regular reviews of the continuing need for care in order to 

minimise long stays in care, placement breakdown and unplanned transitions. 

� Develop participative approaches for the inclusion of and working directly with families in order to 

include them in decision making, maintaining contact with children, preparation for return of the 

child home and providing support to their children. This is linked to prevention and early 

intervention. 



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

xii 

� Develop multidisciplinary team assessment and intervention including inter-agency working. 

� Plan and prepare for leaving care and developing effective aftercare and reintegration strategies 

including community-based aftercare interventions.  

� Develop effective information systems, monitoring systems and evaluation of policy and practice. 

3.3.3 Importance of Outcomes Data 

It is necessary, as a starting point, to understand and accept the importance and power of outcomes 

data and up-to-date statistics on the numbers in care or detention to inform better decision making.  

 

The audit of the literature shows the quantitative data deficits. It highlights the need to gather better 

tracking and outcomes information. It is important to make the link between the quality of this 

information and its capacity to determine the effectiveness of the care interventions that take place.  

 

It is necessary to gather and to use outcomes data and statistics to enhance our understanding of 

what works, what success is, what the critical success determinants are, how we can learn and 

improve and whether or not the rationale for various care interventions are worthwhile and result in 

better experiences for children than non-intervention. 

 

4. Recommendations  

The following is a broad set of recommendations for consideration. 

1. Recommendations for Policy Development and Service Provision 

It is recommended that when developing and reviewing policy and service provision for children in out 

of home care and detention that a strategic approach should be adopted that:  

 

� is centred on responding to the needs of the child; 

� is based on a high-level vision that honours the principles of children’s rights, diversion, 

prevention, early intervention and family support; 

� encourages decision-makers to be mindful of the important practice features itemised in this 

report (see Conclusion 3, Section 13.2.2, Chapter 13);  
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� ensures appropriate co-ordination, e.g. cross-departmental and cross-sectoral co-ordination at 

national, regional and local level;  

� has inbuilt systematic monitoring and evaluation systems;  

� includes a strategic approach to future research (see Recommendation 2).  

2. Develop a Strategic Approach to Research 

The adoption of a more strategic approach to future research across children in detention and out of 

home care is recommended. In particular the identification and addressing of precise information or 

data priorities that will contribute to good decision making in respect of policy and interventions for 

children who may require placement in care or detention is recommended.  

 

There are many aspects of care and detention that could be researched to add to the general body of 

knowledge to inform our response to the needs of children in out of home care and detention. Some 

of the crucial research questions are as follows: 

 

� What factors are contributing to the trend in the number of children entering care and detention? 

� What are the results or outcomes for children in care or detention? 

� What impact does the experience of being in care or detention have on the lives of children? 

� Are care or detention the best options for children?  

� What, if any, are the alternatives to out of home care or detention that might be a better response 

to the needs of children? 

� What factors or features contribute to the best outcomes for children in care or detention? 

� How do children who have been in care or detention fare in life on a range of indicators (such as 

well-being, independent living, educational attainment, employment status, etc.) when compared 

with children who remain at home? 

 

A more strategic approach to the research would facilitate the identification and addressing of precise 

information or data that will contribute to good decision making in respect of policy and interventions 

for children who may require placement in care or detention. There are a number of possible 

mechanisms to support and achieve this recommendation. Options for consideration include an 

overall research and/or dissemination strategy and/or a specific research programme. 



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

xiv 

3. Develop a Performance Monitoring System 

It is recommended that a comprehensive performance monitoring system be devised with agreed 

performance indicators and a data gathering mechanism. The key data points or information that the 

monitoring system should be built around are the number of children that are in care or detention each 

year, the outputs, outcomes and impact of services. This would facilitate an ongoing and robust 

review of the trends and patterns emerging. 

4. Pointers for Consideration in Future Research 

It is recommended that those responsible for research in the area of children in out of home care and 

detention over the next five years should be mindful of the following: 

 

� Focus on What Works in Terms of Achieving Positive Outcomes for Children 

Consider what we need to know in order to be confident that the care given to children in detention 

and/or out of home is the best it can be. The results of this audit point towards a need to gather and 

build evidence that will enhance our understanding of what works. Future research must focus on 

finding out ‘what works’ in terms of achieving positive outcomes for children, particularly in terms of 

prevention, early intervention, in-care interventions, aftercare, reintegration, inter-agency working and 

participation. Future research must seek to generate evidence, particularly of direct outcomes (i.e. 

those that can be linked back to the care and intervention process). Retrospective and longitudinal 

studies should form part of the research methodologies. 

 

� Commission Robust Evaluation 

Encourage a greater emphasis on robust evaluation of policy and provision in caring for children in out 

of home care and detention. The focus should be on gauging efficacy, efficiency, effectiveness and 

cost-benefit of the range of services and interventions.4  

 

� Collate Good Statistics 

Set up systems to gather up-to-date, accurate statistical information on the numbers entering care or 

detention, continuing in care or detention and leaving care or detention. It is important that all data is 

transparent and user-friendly and that it is collated and published annually.  

 

                                                      
4
 Efficacy examines the rationale and continuing relevance of an intervention; efficiency examines how resources are deployed; 

effectiveness examines how performance meets goals, targets and desired outcomes; and value for money examines the cost 
effectiveness of particular options and alternatives. 
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� Support Mechanisms 

It is worth considering the range of mechanisms that would support and help achieve the above and 

opting for the best fit. There are a number of potential options such as an overall research production 

and/or dissemination strategy and/or a specific research programme. 

 

� Communication and Sharing 

Finally, it is worth developing web-based methods, for easy access to the above information for 

practitioners, policy makers, researchers and other relevant bodies. This will ease the process of 

sharing information, encourage research partnerships and speed up the collective power of bringing 

results to fruition, i.e. making a positive difference to the lives of children in care or detention. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Chapter Introduction 

The Children Acts Advisory Board (the CAAB)5 is responsible for advising the Minister for Health and 

Children and the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform on policy issues relating to the co-

ordinated delivery of services to children and young people at risk under the Child Care Act, 1991 and 

the Children Act, 2001. Apart from its advisory role, other core objectives are to facilitate interagency 

co-operation and to strengthen the knowledge base of the child care sector. 

 

The Irish Association of Young People in Care (IAYPIC) and the Irish Foster Care Association (IFCA) 

proposed that research be carried out to identify what information was available on children in 

detention and out of home care in Ireland. In partnership with the Irish Youth Justice Service (IYJS), 

the Health Service Executive (HSE), the Young Persons Probation Service (YPPS), IAYPIC and 

IFCA, the CAAB commissioned Eustace Patterson Limited to conduct this piece of research. The 

research was co-financed by the CAAB and the IYJS.  

1.2 Terms of Reference  

The overall objective of the study was to audit and analyse research literature on children in detention 

and out of home care in Ireland. The study has two outputs: a Thematic Review and an Audit. This 

report presents the detailed Thematic Review of the literature and summarises the key findings from 

the Audit. The full Audit report is available on request from the CAAB. A full glossary and bibliography 

is provided at the end of this report. 

 

                                                      
5 Formerly the Special Residential Services Board (SRSB) 
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The specific aims of the research can be summarised as follows: 

 

� To identify research6 in relation to children in care or detention in Ireland. 

� To audit research literature in relation to the broad types of research studies undertaken, the 

organisations who commissioned the studies and those undertook them, the sources of 

information for the studies and the main topics covered. 

� To identify, summarise and analyse key findings, conclusions and recommendations in the 

research by key themes. 

� To identify areas for future research and to identify international cases where similar research has 

been completed. 

1.3 Methodology 

For the purposes of this study, children in detention and out of home care were defined in the Terms 

of Reference as children in care in Ireland with experience of being in foster care (general foster care, 

relative foster care or respite foster care), residential care (mainstream, high support, special care, 

hostels or separated children seeking asylum) or detention (children detention schools or prisons). 

‘Research literature’ covers written documents of an analytical as opposed to descriptive nature. This 

could include academic articles (peer reviewed or other journals), commissioned research undertaken 

by consultants and researchers and systematic research undertaken by government departments, 

agencies or independent public bodies. It would also include PhD studies of a significant nature7. 

 

A layered methodology was used which included the audit, cataloguing of research material, and the 

thematic review of the literature accessed. There was ongoing consultation with the CAAB and the 

Steering Committee established to steer the review process. This was achieved through a series of 

six round table meetings held between November 2008 and July 2009. The first meeting on the 11th of 

November 2008 centred on agreeing the expectations, framework, scope and schedule for the 

assignment. The following methodological points were discussed and agreed through consultation 

with the Steering Committee: 

                                                      
6 For the purpose of this assignment the CAAB defined research as the process of answering questions and/or 

exploring phenomena using scientific methods; these methods may draw on the whole spectrum of systematic 

and critical enquiry. The definition of ‘research literature’ includes books, theses, research papers, conference 

papers, journal articles and some monitoring and inspection reports. 

7 The CAAB, Invitation to Tender documentation, July 2008. 
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� The audit and literature review would focus on relevant Irish material produced during the time 

period from 1990 to 2008.  

� The review would include, as far as possible, a broad range of relevant material e.g. books, 

theses, research papers, conference papers, journal articles and some monitoring and inspection 

reports. 

� The assignment would be completed in four months between November 2008 and March 2009. 

� It was recognised that accessing material would be a challenge, particularly within the time frame, 

and the Steering Committee members gave their support in this regard by providing material from 

their libraries and direction to other sources.  

� It was also recognised that the research material is very diverse and that not all have equal 

weighting in terms of robustness, reliability of evidence, validity and utility. For example, a 

conference paper or undergraduate paper is not likely to have the same robustness as a doctoral 

thesis. This was understood and accepted, with all its limitations, given that the literature review 

was designed to be thematic and overarching. It was not the purpose of this assignment to rank 

the reliability of evidence presented in the material reviewed. 

� The emphasis of the review was on the agreed themes and drawing material from the literature 

under these headings. These themes were agreed with the Steering Committee. The themes 

agreed were: policy and context, capacity and trends in usage, governance and management, 

service and practice, participation, integration and co-ordination, experience of children and 

carers, outcomes, other areas of interest and information gaps. These themes were the ‘key 

words’ that guided the search process through all the documentation. 

 

An initial list of Irish research (40 pieces) on children in care or detention was provided by the CAAB. 

A further trawl of Irish literature was conducted to establish as comprehensive a list as possible of 

relevant literature from 1990 to date. This was achieved through library searches and contact with 

relevant academic departments, e.g. the Children’s Research Centre in Trinity College Dublin, 

University College Cork, the Dublin Institute of Technology and the National University of Ireland, 

Galway.  

 

The search was guided by directions from the Steering Committee and seminal work in the literature. 

This material was then used to develop summaries and key themes to facilitate the review of the 

literature. A total of 256 pieces of research were identified and the majority was read in detail. The 

remainder was theses nearing completion, inaccessible articles, studies from other countries and/or 

supplementary academic papers based on previous data or similar themes. Third-level institutions 
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were contacted to identify seminal pieces of work and also to identify any significant pieces of 

research that are currently underway. 

 

An audit template was drawn up, in agreement with the Steering Committee, to review each piece of 

research using the Terms of Reference as the guide. This template included the following headings: 

 

� Author and possible location of the document; 

� Titles and Publication Date; 

� Commissioning Body/Publisher, e.g. Government Department or Agency, Community and 

Voluntary Sector, academia, private sector, religious order, etc.; 

� Research Body; 

� Type of Study and Methodology (e.g. surveys, secondary data, focus groups, etc.); 

� Information and Data Sources (e.g. children, young people, parents, carers, etc.); 

� Summary of Topics Covered (e.g. good practice, children’s rights, policy, needs assessment, 

outcomes, impact, etc.). 

 

The Audit report (available from the CAAB) presents the detailed results of the audit of the literature. 

A summary of the key findings is presented in Chapter 2 of this report. While the audit identified 256 

documents of interest the thematic analysis (i.e. Chapter 3 and onwards) focuses on the 182 

documents that have a focus on foster care, mainstream residential care, children in special care and 

high support and children in detention (i.e. the main study focus). 

1.4 Report Structure 

This report presents the Thematic Review of Irish literature on children in detention and out of home 

care in Ireland. This chapter explains the Terms of Reference and the methodology. Chapter 2 draws 

attention to the audit of the literature which is covered in detail in the Audit report that is an 

accompaniment to this report. The thematic review of the literature is presented in chapters 3 to 10 

with each of these chapters dealing with a specific theme, e.g. policy context, capacity, governance, 

outcomes, etc. Chapter 11 outlines the gaps in knowledge emerging from the review and Chapter 12 

presents the overall conclusions and recommendations. 
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2 AUDIT: KEY FINDINGS 

2.1 Chapter Introduction 

The audit process was achieved by using a template to analyse the research literature. This template 

was based on the terms of reference for this project and was agreed with the CAAB and the Steering 

Committee. The key points on the template were the author, title and date of the study, 

commissioning agent, the principle methodologies used, the primary sources of information and data 

and the key topics covered. A total of 256 documents were identified for inclusion in the audit. While 

the audit identified 256 documents of interest the thematic analysis (i.e. Chapter 3 and onwards) 

focuses on the 182 documents that have a focus on foster care, mainstream residential care, children 

in special care and high support and children in detention (see Table 2.1).  

2.2 Types of Studies 

The 256 pieces8 were categorised under the headings presented in Table 2.1. 

 

Table 2-1: Types of Studies 

 

                                                      
8
 The term ‘pieces’ refers, in this instance, to a unit of analysis in the research literature. For example, these 

include research papers, journal articles, conference papers, individual chapters in a compendium, books and 
theses. 

Theme Number of Research Documents 

Foster Care 69 

Mainstream Residential Care 50 

Children in Detention  45 

Children in Special Care and High Support 18 

Other Research of Relevance, e.g. 
Homelessness, Adoption, Children’s Rights 

74 

Total 256 
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Over half of the research reports (58%) were dated post-2000.  

2.3 Commissioning Bodies 

The majority of the research (58%) was initiated by academic organisations or individuals, e.g. 

doctoral theses, research studies, conference papers, etc. Just under one third (32%) of the research 

was commissioned by the statutory sector, e.g. Department of Health and Children, the HSE, 

Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, Department of Education and Science, the Health 

Information and Quality Authority (HIQA), and the CAAB. The remaining 10% was initiated by the 

community and voluntary sector, e.g. youth organisations, IFCA, Barnardos, Focus Ireland, etc.   

2.4 Research Bodies 

The majority of the research (69%) was conducted by academic organisations (e.g. university 

departments and research centres) and/or individuals (e.g. postgraduate students). This includes 

research commissioned by the statutory sector and doctoral theses, research studies, conference 

papers, etc. Just under a quarter (23%) of the research was conducted by the statutory sector, e.g. by 

inspectors, working groups, HSE staff, etc. The remaining 8% was undertaken by private research 

consultants typically commissioned by the statutory sector or the community and voluntary sector. 

2.5 Methodologies 

The findings of the audit indicate that the majority of the research (estimated at 64%) relied on 

secondary data and information as its primary source of information. Examples of the type of 

secondary information and data include descriptions of the legislation, theoretical positions and policy 

contexts, international insights, descriptions of service and practice and existing statistics from 

sources such as the HSE and/or individual residences or centres. Examples of the types of studies 

that these methodologies were used to inform include critiques, handbooks, guidelines, exploratory 

papers, position papers and academic papers. Just under half (estimated at 44%) of the 

literature/research reviewed used primary data collection methodologies such as interviews with 

children, focus groups with professional staff, and postal surveys of carers.  

2.6 Sources of Information 

The principal sources of information for the body of research reviewed are, in order of frequency, 

secondary data and statistics, descriptions of historical developments in policy, theory, practice and 

legislation, experiences and perspectives of key stakeholders, e.g. management, staff, parents, 

carers, children and young people. Around 36 studies included the views of children and young 
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people and 35 included the views of families/parents/carers with some overlap on both counts.  

2.7 Key Topics 

The audit shows that a wide range of topics are covered in the literature. The principal themes are 

policy and context, capacity and trends in usage, governance and management, integration and co-

ordination, practice, participation, experience of children, young people and carers and outcomes. All 

of these themes are covered in more depth later in this report. 

2.8 Key Chapter Findings     

Types of Studies 

� The audit identified 256 documents. 

� A total of 137 documents covered children in out of home care, 45 covered children in detention 

and 74 covered other areas of interest such as homelessness, asylum seeking and children’s 

rights. 

 

Commissioning Bodies 

� The research has been mainly driven by academia with 58% of the documents reviewed initiated 

by academic organisations or individuals. 

� There has been some work commissioned by the statutory sector (32% of the documents 

reviewed).  

� Relatively little research was initiated by the community and voluntary sector (10%).  

 

Methodologies 

� Sample sizes vary considerably (from less than 10 to as high as 241) and in the main tend to be 

small, i.e. less than 50. 

� There is an increase in the inclusion or involvement of children and young people in the research 

process in recent years, with researchers seeking the views of children directly rather than relying 

on secondary sources of information such as case files or the views of carers.  

 

Sources of Information 

� The methodologies employed relied heavily on secondary information sources. 
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� There was some use of primary information sources such as the views of carers and children in 

care.  

 

Topics 

� There is a lot of description in the research (e.g. historical, policy context, legislative) and less 

analysis or meta-analysis of the key messages to inform development of services and good 

practice.  

� There has been a greater emphasis in recent years on the rights of the child, child protection and 

guidelines for those working in the area of children in out of home care. There is little robust 

evaluation of practice in terms of efficiency, effectiveness and value for money, i.e. what works in 

terms of the quality of practice, what outcomes result from interventions/practices, how does 

performance measure against goals, targets and desired outcomes, how much added value is 

there, could the outcomes be achieved by alternative means or more cost effective means? 
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3 POLICY AND CONTEXT 

3.1 Chapter Introduction  

This chapter examines commentaries in the literature on policy development. It also looks at 

definitions of different types of care.  

3.2 Policy Development 

Much of the literature provides histories of the development of care and detention in Ireland. The key 

developments noted were the growth of the reformatory and industrial school systems in the mid-

nineteenth century (the former for offenders and the latter for non-offenders) and the introduction of 

the Children Act, 1908. The literature notes the historic involvement of religious orders in care 

provision and the decline of this involvement in recent years.  

 

The literature comments on the transfer of the responsibility for detention centres and residential 

homes between different departments at different times. It also discusses and critiques the 

introduction of significant pieces of legislation, most notably the Child Care Act, 1991, which provides 

legislative responsibility to the HSE for taking children into care, and the Children Act, 2001, which 

mainly relates to children involved in the criminal justice system or in need of special care or 

protection.  

 

The literature comments on the increased awareness of children’s rights through the ratification of the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) in 1992, the provisions of the Child Care Act, 1991 

and the Children Act, 2001 and the establishment of the Office of the Ombudsman for Children in 

2004. Concerns have also been raised about the impact of care and legislation on children’s rights9 

and of depriving children of their liberty,10 The European Commissioner for Human Rights (2007)11 

urged the Irish authorities to incorporate the best interests of the child as a general principle in the 

constitution in line with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. 

                                                      
9 Focus Ireland, 1996, Focus on Residential Childcare in Ireland: Twenty-five years since the Kennedy Report, 
Focus Ireland: Dublin; Barnardos, 2000, Responding to the Needs of Troubled Children: A Critique of High 
Support and Secure Special Care Provision in Ireland, Barnardos: Dublin; Durcan, G., 1997, ‘Secure 
Accommodation in the Child Care System: The Legal Background’, paper presented at the Children’s Legal 
Centre on ‘Secure Accommodation in Child Care’; Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. Tough Lives, 
Rough Justice, Chapter 7, ‘Young People in Detention’, pp. 194–253, Irish Academic Press; Seymour, M., 2006, 
‘Transition and Reform: Juvenile Justice in the Republic of Ireland’, in International Handbook of Juvenile Justice, 
pp. 117–44, Springer Academic Publications. 
10 Social Information Systems (SIS), 2008, Review of Special Care Applications, SRSB: Dublin.  
11 Council of Europe, 2007, Report of the Commissioner for Human Rights Mr. Thomas Hammarberg on His Visit 
to Ireland, Strasbourg. 
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Some of the literature is critical of recent trends towards fragmentation of the care system.12 Others 

note the strong preventative and reintegrative components of strategies for homelessness,13  aspects 

that are not strong features of policies on out of home care. 

 

Some work was commissioned in response to evidence that the existing care system was not meeting 

the needs of certain young people or in response to the impact of High Court decisions.14 15 More 

recently Laxton and Laxton (2008)16 argue for greater clarity and agreement on the roles and service 

configurations for high support and special care in the context of a full continuum of care and the 

various interfaces between the different parts of this continuum. 

 

There were some calls for policy-makers to evaluate so as to ascertain the value of different child care 

policies and types of care17 and to explore whether other ways could be developed to prevent the 

need for detention or out of home care.18 Others noted that, based on international literature, effective 

policy applied the principles of diversion, prevention and substitute care with an emphasis on 

integrated and co-ordinated services as part of a continuum of care.19  

 

Appendix C shows the timeline for policy development and the introduction of new structures and 

significant pieces of legislation relevant to children in detention and out of home care. 

 

                                                      
12 Focus Ireland, 1996, Focus on Residential Childcare in Ireland: Twenty-five years since the Kennedy Report, 
Focus Ireland: Dublin ; Barnardos, 2000, Responding to the Needs of Troubled Children: A Critique of High 
Support and Secure Special Care Provision in Ireland, Barnardos: Dublin ; ERHA Review Group, 2003, Review 
of the Need for High Support Care, ERHA: Dublin. 
13 Seymour, M., Costello, L., 2005, A Study of the Number, Profile and Progression Routes of Homeless Persons 
before the Court and in Custody, Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform and the Probation Service: 
Dublin. 
14 Lynott, M., 1996, Requirements for Initiating Special Care Units, Eastern Health Board: Dublin.  
15 Laxton, M., 1998, On the requirements and necessity for Special Care and High Support Residential Childcare 
Provision in Ireland, Department of Health and Children: Dublin; Laxton, M., 2000, The principles and policies 
underpinning the development of Special Care and High Support provision in Ireland, Department of Health and 
Children: Dublin. 
16 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care 
and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE. 
17 O’Connor, P., 1992, ‘Child Care Policy: A Provocative Analysis and Research Agenda’, Administration 40 (3), 
1992, pp. 200–19; Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a 
European Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
18 Harrison, P., 2009, Managing Child Welfare and Protection, Russell House Publishing. 
19 Laxton, M., 2002, Residential Provision for Children under the Auspices of the Department of Education and 
Science, Department of Education and Science: Dublin ; Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern 
Region, ERHA: Dublin. 
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3.3 Definitions of the Purpose of Care 

Clarity of purpose and function for care settings is a legal requirement according to the National 

Standards and the literature acknowledges this.  

3.3.1 Children in Detention 

Under the Children Act, 2001, as amended by the Criminal Justice Act, 2006, children should only be 

detained under the detention school model and not imprisoned. The Children Act, 2001 sets out the 

principal objective of children detention schools as the provision of appropriate educational and 

training programmes and facilities for children referred by the court. This is to be achieved through 

providing proper care, guidance and supervision. The schools are also required to preserve and 

develop relationships between children and families and to promote their reintegration into society. In 

doing this, the health, safety, welfare, physical, psychological and emotional needs of the child must 

be taken into consideration and their personal, cultural and linguistic identity recognised. 

 

Some questioned the distinctions made between offending and non-offending young people in 

provision and noted that the underlying principles and values of quality care apply irrespective of the 

type of care setting or the reason the child ended up in care.20  

3.3.2 Children in Out of Home Care 

High support and special care are very recent developments in the Irish care system. The CAAB21 

describes high support units (HSU) as ‘open’ (non-secure) residential facilities for young people in 

need of specialised targeted intervention. The ERHA Review Group (2003) defined it as ‘An 

individualised programme of support for children and young people with exceptional needs through 

the provision of a time-limited therapeutic intervention in a non-secure environment.’  

 

Special care units (SCU) are described by the CAAB22 as secure facilities for young people in need of 

special care or protection with the aim of providing a stabilising period of short-term care. Brooke 

(2001)23 noted the distinction between detention for welfare reasons (special care on foot of a court 

order) and for criminal reasons (children detention school or other place of detention arising from 

criminal proceedings). 

                                                      
20 Laxton, M., 2002, Residential Provision for Children under the Auspices of the Department of Education and 
Science, Department of Education and Science: Dublin. 
21 The Children Acts Advisory Board, 2007 Annual Report, CAAB: Dublin. 
22 The Children Acts Advisory Board, 2007 Annual Report, CAAB: Dublin. 
23 Brooke, S., 2001, An International Survey of Aspects of Secure Accommodation for Children. A Report to the 
Interim Special Residential Services Board, SRSB: Dublin. 
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Giller (2003)24 provided a definition for HSU. He also commented on the evolution of high support and 

the emergence of high support as a methodology in community-based work and increased use of 

‘special arrangements’ which have high staff-to-child ratios but which do not have therapeutic 

components. He recommended guidelines and staff training for both of these forms of high support. 

The CAAB noted that high support is also used to facilitate young people to remain within a 

community setting and as a step-down placement for a young person leaving special care. 

 

O’Sullivan et al (2005)25 found that definitions of purpose and function for special care varied amongst 

those working in the area, as did the expectations of various stakeholders of what special care could 

achieve. They noted that there was greater clarity and general agreement about the purpose and 

function of children detention schools.  

 

Giller (2003) found different definitions and usage of high support between health board areas.26 The 

ERHA Review Group (2003) had similar findings and noted poor linkages between high support and 

special care. Laxton and Laxton (2008) also commented on how step-down placements between 

special care and high support were much fewer than was originally envisaged. Many of the 

stakeholders they interviewed questioned the need for high support as many of the children in 

mainstream residential care had the same profile as children in high support. There was also no 

support for increasing the number of SCU, with existing provision significantly under-utilised. 

Stakeholders interviewed by Laxton and Laxton (2008) argued for increased intensive support in the 

community and up-skilling of mainstream residential staff to deal with the needs of ‘troubled and 

troublesome children’. 

 

While commissioned work on definitions focuses on special care and high support, there have been 

calls for a clear definition of purpose for mainstream residential care. The rationale is that this would 

ensure that the purpose of placement in residential care would be clear and productive.27 There were 

also some calls for a clear definition of the residential care system in relation to the care task rather 

than the needs of service providers or facilities.28  

 

                                                      
24 Giller, H., 2003, Definition and Usage of High Support in Ireland, SRSB: Dublin. 
25 O’ Sullivan, E., Carr, N., Buckley, H., 2005, Young People at the Interface of Welfare and Criminal Justice: an 
Examination of Special Care Units in Ireland. 
26 The health boards are now part of the Health Service Executive. 
27 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study 
on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
28 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study 
on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
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With regard to fostering, IFCA has defined it as ‘caring for someone else’s child in one’s own home, 

providing family life for a child who, for one reason or another, cannot live with his/her own parents, 

either on a short or long-term basis’.29 IFCA emphasises that fostering is a service with the aim of 

returning children to their birth families wherever possible.30  

3.4 Key Chapter Findings 

Policy Development  

� There has been considerable reform and renewal in the care system for children in detention and 

children in out of home care.  

� The trends commented on in the literature include the disengagement of religious orders from 

care provision and the introduction of legislation and statutory bodies to oversee the care system. 

� Responsibility has transferred between government departments, new legislation has been 

introduced, standards have been developed and clarity is emerging on definitions of the role of 

different parts of the care system.  

� There has been an increased awareness of child protection and children’s rights and the 

development of structures to support these. These developments are generally described in terms 

of positive progress but there are also some concerns about the speed at which legislation is 

implemented, resourcing to achieve this and implications for children’s rights. The literature points 

to a care system that remains fragmented and has weak preventative and reintegrative 

components, which is acerbated by the absence of a national framework or strategy for children in 

detention and children in out of home care.  

� Policy discussions in the literature focus mainly on historical developments of policy instruments 

or specific analysis of the implications of particular pieces of legislation. There is relatively little 

questioning of the validity and efficacy of policy decisions and implementation of policy. 

 

Definitions of Purpose 

� There were some calls in the literature for firmer definitions of purpose and function for different 

parts of the care system.  

� Some questioned the distinctions made between offending and non-offending young people in 

provision arguing that the underlying principles of quality care apply irrespective of the reason the 

child ended up in care or in detention. 

                                                      
29 Irish Foster Care Association, 1993 (updated 2007), Fostering is Caring. An Introduction to Foster Care in the 
Republic of Ireland, IFCA: Dublin. 
30 Irish Foster Care Association, 1999, Fostering – A New Horizon. The Challenge in Care in Ireland, IFCA: 
Dublin. 
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� A trend that received comment is the gradual shift away from residential care towards foster care. 

The development of more specialised care settings for a minority of children who pose particular 

difficulties for the general care system in terms of their behaviour, emotional disturbance and 

need for varying degrees of physical security are also noted in the literature. 
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4 CAPACITY AND TRENDS IN USAGE 

4.1 Chapter Introduction 

Much of the literature presents statistical data on children in out of home care or comments on the 

availability or reliability of such data. This chapter presents the most up-to-date published information 

available on children in detention and out of home care and trends in the usage of such forms of care. 

4.2 Detention 

The Expert Group on Children Detention Schools (2007)31 found that while the number of referrals 

made to the National Juvenile Office (NJO) had increased from 1,900 in 2000 to 20,000 in 2006, the 

numbers of these being moved to prosecution remained relatively stable, ranging between 2,500 and 

3,500. The data also suggests that the NJO deals with a consistent offending population that is 

predominantly male, aged 15 to 17, committing offences relating to alcohol abuse, criminal damage 

and theft. Court Service data indicated that 17–18% of total cases coming before the Courts received 

detention as an outcome.32  

 

Kilkelly (2005)33 found in her observations of 944 cases brought before the Children’s Courts that 93% 

involved young males. While the majority were aged 14 to 17 years, Kilkelly also noted the very small 

number of children below age 14 brought into the criminal justice system, especially those aged 11 or 

under. A high proportion of all of the cases showed clear signs of disadvantage and/or poverty. The 

dominant offences were road traffic violations, public order offences and theft, with alcohol a 

significant influencing factor. Persistent offending was the norm. Eighty per cent of cases were 

adjourned or put on remand and 20% involved final disposal of the charge or determination of a 

sentence. Of these cases, 151, or 23%, involved custody. This is higher than the Court Service data 

quoted above and previous research,34 and Kilkelly recommended further investigation. The slow 

pace at which the non-custodial and community sanction provisions of the Children Act, 2001 were 

being implemented was put forward as a possible reason why detention was not being implemented 

as intended as a last resort. 

                                                      
31 Irish Youth Justice Service, 2007, Expert Group on Children Detention Schools. Final Report, Irish Youth 
Justice Service: Dublin. 
32 Quoted in Expert Group on Children Detention Schools. Final Report, 2007, based on Court Service Annual 
Reports for 2004, 2005 and 2006. 
33 Kilkelly, U., 2005, The Children’s Court. A Children’s Rights Audit. An analysis of the extent to which the 
Children’s Court operates in line with national and international standards, Irish Research Council for the 
Humanities and Social Sciences. 
34 McLoughlin, E., Maunsell, C., O’Connell, M., 2002, ‘Children in the Irish Justice System’, cited in Bacik ‘The 
Practice of Sentencing in the Irish Courts’, in O’Mahony (ed.), Justice in Ireland, IPA: Dublin. 
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Carroll and Meehan (2007)35 provided a profile of the typical young offender facing charges before the 

Courts. This was based on their quantitative analysis of a sample of 400 young people with cases 

completed in the Children Court in 2004. The typical young offender was a young male, aged 16 or 

17, not living with both parents, from a broken home with many difficulties. Typically, there was some 

level of substance abuse in his home by a member of his family. He left school before doing his Junior 

Certificate, has no qualifications and no engagement with mainstream education. Of the 400 people in 

their study, 16% were sentenced to detention. 

 

The CAAB collates annual statistics on the availability and occupancy of beds for children in children 

detention schools. Table 4.1 summarises the most up-to-date figures. It should be noted that prior to 

2007 there were five schools classified as children detention schools. Four were located in County 

Dublin (Finglas Child and Adolescent Centre, Oberstown Boys, Oberstown Girls and Trinity House) 

and one in Clonmel, County Tipperary (St. Joseph’s, also known as Ferryhouse). However, in March 

2007 responsibility for St. Joseph’s was transferred to the HSE and it currently operates as a 

residential unit for children under the care of the HSE. With the exception of 2005, the data shows 

fairly stable occupancy levels at around three-quarters of available beds. Of particular note is the 

growth in average age for females, but not for males. 

 

Table 4.1: Capacity and Occupancy of Children Detention Schools 

 2004 2005 2006 2007* 

Availability 114 114 114 71 

% Occupancy 73% 69% 74% 75% 

Ave. age on 

committal 
- 

15 for males 

15 for females 

15 for males 

16 for females 

15 for males 

17 for females 

Ave. age on 

remand 

15 for males 

16 for females 

15 for males 

16 for females 

15 for males 

15 for females 

15 for males 

16 for females 

Total No. Placed  170 162 170 137 

Of which:     

Male 146 (86%) 128 (79%) 143 (84%) 104 (76%) 

Female 24 34 27 33 

                                                      
35 Carroll, J., Meehan, E., with McPhillips, C., 2007, The Children Court: A National Study. 

 



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

17 

 

In its 2006 Annual Report, the SRSB (now the CAAB) expressed concern about the number of non-

offending children that were the subject of a High Court placement in children detention schools (13 

children in 2005 and 13 in 2006). These placements occurred due to no capacity in SCU being 

immediately available. 

 

Detention for children aged over 16 was in St. Patrick’s and Fort Mitchell (Spike Island) up to 2004, 

when it was closed. Despite the prohibition on imprisonment for children under the Children Act, 2001, 

prisons have been used for this purpose. For example, Cloverhill has on occasion admitted 15 and 16 

year olds and Cork and Limerick have admitted those aged over 17 and also younger children on 

remand.  

 

Kilkelly (2006) and the European Commissioner for Human Rights (2007)36 were highly critical of this, 

citing the different regimes, the mixing of children with adults, children’s rights issues and poor 

reviews of St. Patrick’s Institution by the Whittaker Committee in 2004, the Inspector of Prisons37 and 

other commentators such as Walsh (2005).38 Kilkelly quotes data for different times for children held 

in St. Patrick’s Institution and other adult detention centres. In 2004, there were 166 children placed in 

adult detention centres or St. Patrick’s Institution.  

 

Table 4.2 summarises data from the Irish Prison Service for 2006, the last year for which published 

information is available. It indicated that a total of 297 young people aged between 15 and 17 were in 

the prison system either on committal or remand. This represented 2.4% of the total prison population. 

A further 1,331 young people aged 18-21 were in the system, accounting for another 13.7%. Of those 

aged 17 or under, 96% were male. The figures for 2005 were similar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      
36

 Council of Europe, 2007, Report of the Commissioner for Human Rights Mr. Thomas Hammarberg on His Visit 
to Ireland, Strasbourg. 
37 Inspector of Prisons, St Patrick’s Institution 2004–2005, Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform. 
2006. 
38 Walsh, 2005, Juvenile Justice, Thomson Round Hall: Dublin. 
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Table 4.2: Youth in the Prison System – 2006 

Age Male Female Total % of Total Prison Population 

15 2 1 3 0.3% 

16 129 4 133 1.4% 

17 149 12 161 1.7% 

18–21 1,214 117 1,331 13.7% 

Total Youth Population 1,494 134 1,628 17.1% 

Source: Irish Prison Service Annual Report 2006 

 

The Probation Service had operated a number of hostels for offenders. In recent years the probation 

hostels for young people have been closed. Evaluations39 indicated poor practice and outcomes and 

the introduction of provisions in the Children Act, 2001 for diversionary and community-based options 

threw into question the necessity for such hostels. 

4.3 Mainstream Residential Care 

Data contained in the HSE National Service Plan (2009, page 25) projected a total of 5,334 children in 

care in 2008. Of these, 89%, or 4,726, were in foster care and another 426 were in mainstream 

residential care and 182 were at home under a care order or other care setting.40 

 

The literature comments on the trend, in recent times, away from residential provision towards other 

forms of care such as foster care. For example, the number of children in residential care in 1990 was 

75641 compared to 41042 in 2005, the last date for which published statistics are available. According 

to the HSE Annual Report for 2008 (page 52, actual data), there was a total of 5,347 in care in 2008. 

Of these, 375 were in residential care. A further 206 were in other care placements (e.g. at home 

under care order). The remaining 4,766 were in foster care (see next section). 

                                                      
39 Eustace, A., Clarke, A., 2006, Review of Young Person’s Probation Residencies, Probation Service: Dublin.  
40 Other care settings include hospital, detention and disability placement. The number of children in these 
settings is small at around 22. 
41 Madge, N., 1994, Children and Residential Care in Europe, National Children’s Bureau: London. 
42 HSE Annual Report 2006. 
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Some researchers noted over-representation of Traveller children in care populations. For example, 

Kelleher et al (2000) found that 9% of children in the care of the HSE were Travellers compared to 

0.4% of the population as a whole. 

4.4 Foster Care 

According to the HSE Annual Report for 2008 (page 52), there was a total of 4,766 children in foster 

care in 2008. Of these, 3,227 were in foster care (not including day foster care) and 1,539 were in 

foster care with relatives.  

 

By comparison, there were 2,084 children in foster care in 1990,43 indicating a significant increase in 

the number of children taken into foster care. There is no critical analysis in the literature about this 

trend, what factors are underlying it and whether or not fostering is an effective process. 

 

There were calls in the literature for more intensive work with families to prevent the need for care 

altogether.44 This was based on findings from international literature, which advocates that every effort 

should be made to keep the child at home and to support the family and child in the home setting. 

4.5 High Support 

Up-to-date statistics on capacity and usage of high support are contained in the CAAB annual reports. 

There are nine HSU operated by the HSE, seven of which are managed locally and two of which are 

managed by the National Manager for special care and high support in larger, purpose-built facilities. 

Table 4.3 provides information on the number of high support beds and occupancy rates. However, 

the information on the total number of children placed in HSU is limited and is out of date. In 2002 

there were 74 placements in high support but discussions held by Giller with HSE staff suggested that 

actual demand exceeded supply.45 However, in 2004 the number of placements in HSU was 50, and 

in 2006 it fell again, to 37.46 

                                                      
43 Madge, N., 1994, Children and Residential Care in Europe, National Children’s Bureau: London.  
44

 Harrison, P., 2009, Managing Child Welfare and Protection, Russell House Publishing; Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 
2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care and High Support 
Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE; Mayock, P., Carr, P., 2008, ‘Young People’s Homeless 
Pathways’, abstract from The Way Home 35, October 2008; English, R., 1998, ‘Children received into care in one 
community care area: a study of their career paths’, in Buckley, H. (2002); O’Connor, M. ‘What Works with 
Juvenile Offenders?’, Paper presented at Children, Young People and Crime in Britain and Ireland: From 
Exclusion to Inclusion’ – 1998 Conference. 
45 Giller, H., 2003, Definition and Usage of High Support in Ireland, SRSB: Dublin.  
46 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care 
and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE. 
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Table 4.3: High Support Capacity and Usage  

 2004 2005 2006 2007 

Capacity 73 65 61 61 

% Occupancy 72% 72% 79% 64% 

Source: CAAB Annual Report 2007 (Note: figures are due to be revised) 

4.6 Special Care 

Up-to-date statistics on capacity and usage are contained in the CAAB and SRSB annual reports. 

There are three SCUs with a total capacity of 25 beds. Table 4.4 provides information on capacity and 

usage. A downward trend in the number of children placed each year (with a corresponding increase 

in occupancy rates achieved) is evident, as is the higher proportion of females (81%). Laxton and 

Laxton (2008) found that the majority (72%) of young people who were placed in special care due to a 

multiple of risk-taking behaviours including risk of absconding and living rough, risk of harm to self or 

others and risk of harm due to exposure to drugs or alcohol. It is also worth noting that the number of 

children who had been in children detention schools either prior to or after having being in special 

care averaged 12 annually. 

Table 4.4: Special Care Capacity and Usage 

 2004 2005 2006 2007 

Total capacity 25 23 23 25 

% Occupancy 59% 60% 74% 81% 

Average age at admission 14 yr 8 mth 15 yr 2 mth 15 yr 14 yr 11 mth 

No. Males 21 15 16 8 

No. Females 34 34 29 26 

Total no. children* 55 49 45 34 

Source: CAAB Annual Report 2007 (*HSE is due to revise these figures) 
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The data in Table 4.4 suggests that not all the available places in HSU and SCU are being used. The 

reasons for this are not clear. Possible reasons might be that the number of referrals is declining 

(although recent research indicates this is not the case)47 or demand is not what was originally 

anticipated or other forms of care are more suitable and capable or some combination of the 

aforementioned. According to Laxton and Laxton a number of units have extended their range of 

services to include day places, respite care, intensive family work, outreach and working in 

partnership with social workers to prepare young people to move to foster care.48 The rationale for this 

was ‘an effort to become part of a core and cluster model of provision utilising their skills across the 

care continuum to better effect’. 

4.7 Data Collection 

A common theme in the literature is the lack of accurate data on the numbers of children in care at 

any one point in time.  

 

Profiling information is limited to age and gender. While international data shows a clear link between 

social disadvantage and entry into care, Irish data is insufficient to draw any such conclusions. That 

said, the few pieces of research that do include profiling information seem to suggest the link between 

social disadvantage and entry into care is similar in Ireland.49  

 

According to Gilligan (2008), secondary data on care leavers is almost non-existent in the sense of 

routine administrative data.50 Fitzgerald (2004)51 also draws attention to the data gaps in general on 

children and childhood, arguing that regular and systematic data collection is vital to chart the state of 

the nation’s children, to track change over time and to inform policy development. 

 

                                                      
47 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care 
and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE. 
48 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care 
and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE (pp. 11–12) 
49 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study 
on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin;, O’Higgins, K., 1993 (a), 
‘Surviving separation: Traveller children in substitute care’, in Ferguson, H., Gilligan, R., Torode, R. (eds), 
Surviving Childhood Adversity: Issues for Policy and Practice, pp. 146–56, Social Studies Press: Dublin; 
O’Higgins, K., 1996, Disruption, Displacement, Discontinuity: Children in Care and their Families in Ireland, 
Avebury: Aldershot; Eastern Health Board Board/IMPACT, 1997, Report of the Eastern Health Board/ IMPACT 
Review Group on Child Care and Family Support Services, Eastern Health Board: Dublin; Fahy-Bates, B., 1996, 
‘Aspects of Childhood Deviancy: A study of Young Offenders in Open Centres in the Republic of Ireland’, PhD 
thesis, UCD: Dublin. 
50 Gilligan, R., 2008, ‘Ireland’ chapter in Young People’s Transitions from Care to Adulthood – International 
Research and Practice, Mike Stein and Emily Munro (eds). 
51 Fitzgerald, E., 2004, Counting Our Children: An Analysis of Official Data Sources on Children and Childhood in 
Ireland, CRC, TCD. 
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The literature identified52 the need for local, relevant databases capable of identifying the 

characteristics of children entering care, capturing outcomes and tracking young people after leaving 

care or detention.53 

4.8 Key Chapter Findings 

Detention 

� There are four schools classified as children detention schools and they have a capacity for 71 

children in total at any one time.  

� The average annual occupancy is around 75%.  

� In 2007, a total of 137 children were placed in these children detention schools. 

� The number of cases coming before the Courts involving the prosecution of children ranges from 

2,500 to 3,500 annually. Between 15% and 17% receive detention. This means that, while 

theoretically under the provisions of the Children Act, 2001, children should no longer be detained 

in the prison system, some males are so detained and the figure was around 300 in 2006 of those 

males aged under 18 years.  

 

Mainstream Residential 

� Most recent figures from the HSE Annual Report 2008 show that 206 children were in residential 

care in 2008. 

 

Foster Care 

� There has been an increase in the number of children placed in foster care in recent years.  

� The majority of children in care in 2008 (4,766 according to the HSE Annual Report 2008) were in 

foster care.  

� Within the foster care sector there has been growth in the number of children placed with relatives 

rather than non-relatives. Relative (or kinship) foster care now accounts for around 29% (1,539) of 

all foster care placements. 

 

 

                                                      
52 McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential Care Services. Summary of 
Discussion Document, HSE. 
53McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential Care Services. Summary of 
Discussion Document, HSE.; Seymour, M., Costello, L., 2005, A Study of the Number, Profile and Progression 
Routes of Homeless Persons before the Court and in Custody, Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform 
and the Probation Service: Dublin. 
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High Support 

� High support and special care were developed in response to the growing number of children and 

young people with challenging behaviour and the direct intervention of the High Court in the cases 

of children for whom no adequate services were being provided.  

� High support is non-secure provision and has developed along two pathways: physical units 

(HSU) and as a methodology applied in a community setting.  

� The total HSU capacity is 61 places. The data shows that actual occupancy tends to be less than 

this, e.g. for 2007 occupancy was 64%. Data is not available on the total number of children 

placed in HSU in 2007. There is also no data available on the number of children who are availing 

of high support as a community methodology. 

Special Care 

� Special care units are secure facilities.  

� There are three special care units with a total capacity of 25 places.  

� Occupancy levels have increased each year since 2004 and for 2007 stood at 81%. 

� In total, 34 children were placed in special care units in 2007. 

Data Collection 

� In our presentation of the findings we have used terms such as ‘around’ rather than precise 

figures because accurate and timely information on the numbers of children in residential or foster 

care is not available.  

� The literature called for the placing of a statutory duty on the HSE to provide standardised, 

comprehensive annual data on children in care. While responsibility for statistics has been 

transferred to the HSE, the quality of published data remains an issue.  

� Published statistical data on the numbers in care is frequently too out of date to be useful, 

particularly in the context of informing decision making and planning.  

� The numbers that are available on children in out of home care generally do not appear to be 

consistent or reliable, with changes to annual totals evident from one publication year to the next.  

� Data on the number of children experiencing multiple placements was also considered 

inadequate, as was information on the number leaving care, continuing in care and entering care 

in any given year. 

� The literature does not comment on the reliability of data on children in detention. The literature 

identified the need for local, relevant databases capable of identifying the characteristics of 

children entering care or detention, capturing outcomes and tracking young people after leaving 

care or detention 
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5 GOVERNANCE AND MANAGEMENT 

5.1 Chapter Introduction 

Good governance and management are critical components of good practice and in ensuring 

successful outcomes for children in care. This chapter explores various aspects of governance and 

management including structures, criteria, leadership, child protection, standards and monitoring, 

supervision and training identified in the literature. 

5.2 Structures 

The introduction of the Children Act, 2001, together with other national policies and legislation such as 

the National Children’s Strategy 2000 and the Ombudsman for Children Act, 2002, was viewed in the 

literature as progressive and reflecting a gradual shift towards a focus on children’s rights.54 However, 

concerns about the slow pace of implementation, particularly in respect of the Children Act, 2001, 

abound.55 

 

Concerns have been raised about the arbitrary distinction in the youth justice system between 

children aged under 16 years and those aged over 16.56 St. Patrick’s Institution has been criticised for 

its regime and management and its appropriateness for children between 16 and 18 years of age.57  

 

The logic of the governance structures for different parts of the care system has also been questioned 

in the literature.58 In the past, three government departments – Education and Science (children 

detention schools), Justice, Equality and Law Reform (St. Patrick’s Institution and the prison system) 

and Health and Children (high support, special care, residential care and foster care) – have held 

responsibility for different parts of the care and justice systems. Welding these together was 

                                                      
54 Seymour, M., 2006, ‘Transition and Reform: Juvenile Justice in the Republic of Ireland’, in International 
Handbook of Juvenile Justice, pp. 117–44, Springer Academic Publications. 
55 Seymour, M., 2006, ‘Transition and Reform: Juvenile Justice in the Republic of Ireland’, in International 
Handbook of Juvenile Justice, pp. 117–44, Springer Academic Publications. 
56 Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. Tough Lives, Rough Justice, Irish Academic Press; Laxton, M., 
2002, Residential Provision for Children under the Auspices of the Department of Education and Science, 
Department of Education and Science: Dublin. 
57 Walsh, 2005, Juvenile Justice, Thomson Round Hall: Dublin. 
58 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care 
and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE; Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. 
Tough Lives, Rough Justice, Irish Academic Press; Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their 
own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin; 
Laxton, M., 2002, Residential Provision for Children under the Auspices of the Department of Education and 
Science, Department of Education and Science: Dublin. 
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considered an important step for the future. On the 1st of March 2007, responsibility for the children 

detention schools transferred from the Department of Education and Science to the Department of 

Justice, Equality and Law Reform. 

 

The establishment of the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA) was an 

important step towards achieving greater co-ordination and integration. The OMCYA is part of the 

Department of Health and Children. Its role is to improve the lives of children under the National 

Children’s Strategy and to bring greater coherence to policy-making for children.  

5.3 Placement  

5.3.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

Criteria have been developed for placement in high support or special care. Specific criteria for 

placement in foster care or mainstream residential care were not discussed in the literature, possibly 

reflecting the absence of clearly articulated policy and/or implementation procedures at national level. 

The literature does comment on the factors that contribute to placement in care such as the parent’s 

capacity to cope, child protection concerns for children (especially girls) and exposure to criminality, 

drugs or alcohol abuse in the family.59  

 

There is a general consensus in the literature that short-term stays in placement followed by a return 

to family are better than long-term stays. Research conducted by Gilligan (1996)60 indicated that Irish 

children were at higher risk of longer stays than their counterparts in Britain or Europe, not by design 

but because of ‘drift’ due to inappropriate placement and/or inadequate care planning. This research 

is dated and there appears to be no recent research on the issue of ‘drift’.  

 

The literature discusses the concept of ’inappropriate placement’ but does not clearly define it. The 

discussion was linked to placement breakdown,61 unavailability of suitable places (e.g. special care or 

                                                      
59 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care 
and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE; Hayes, J.M., O’Reilly, G., 2007, Emotional 
Intelligence, Mental Health and Juvenile Delinquency, Juvenile Mental Health Matters: Cork. 
60 Gilligan, R., 1996 (a), ‘Children Adrift in Care? – Can the Child Care Act 1991 rescue the 50% who are in care 
five years and more?’, Irish Social Worker 14 (1), 1996, pp. 17–19. 
61 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, Oak 
Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin.  
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high support in the past), absence of centralised assessment and placement structures (although this 

does now occur for HSU and SCU) and poor care planning.62  

 

There was some discussion in the literature about the importance of having clarity around the purpose 

of a placement, the length of each placement and ongoing review of the continuing necessity for 

placement.63 Harrison (2009) argues that even a positive care experience is an adversity in the life of 

a child and should be avoided if at all possible. He suggests that early intervention and support for 

parents and higher level decision making on placements would result in fewer children being admitted 

to care. 

5.3.2 Children in Detention  

The Children Act, 2001 sets out the circumstances under which a child can be placed in a children 

detention school.  

 

Back in 1998, guidelines for Courts in relation to sentencing were considered an important step to 

ensure appropriate placement for children coming before the Courts.64 However, some65 noted a lack 

of clear policies and consistent implementation regarding charging of children with offences 

committed while in special care.  

 

Others66 commented on the role that chance can play in determining whether a child ends up in the 

justice system or the care system and argued for the development of stronger links between different 

services (care, education, justice and mental health) at strategic and operational levels. 

 

                                                      
62 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, Oak 
Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin.  
63 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care 
and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE; Connolly, S., 1997, ‘A Review of Placements 
within the Eastern Health Board Centralised Emergency Carers Project October 1992–January 1994’, Irish 
Journal of Social Work Research 1 (1), 1997, pp. 36–52. 
64 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study 
on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
65 Carr, N., O’Sullivan, E., 2005, ‘Young People at the Interface of Welfare and Criminal Justice: an examination 
of Special Care Units in Ireland’, Postgraduate thesis, TCD: Dublin. 
66 For example, ERHA Review Group, 2003, Review of the Need for High Support Care, ERHA: Dublin. 
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5.4 Management and Leadership 

5.4.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

There is relatively little in the literature on the impact of different management and leadership styles 

on care provision. Graham is currently completing doctoral research touching on this area and 

examining the critical success determinants.67  

 

There is some evidence of frustration amongst workers with having to report to multiple ‘bosses’, both 

internal and external, and perceptions that organisational structures can hamper outcomes.68 Having 

a simple organisational ethos, understood by all, was considered important, as were team-building, 

ongoing review of staffing levels, regular reviews of policies and ensuring staff participation. 

 

Harrison (2009)69 identified the importance of good leadership in achieving positive outcomes for 

children in care. Good leadership, he argued, is evidenced by a focus at the very top of organisations 

on children, by placement decisions being made at the higher levels of organisations, by adequate 

monitoring of placements and by provision of support to ensure a quality care experience. Harrison 

argued that one indicator of poor leadership and strategic planning was the high number of children in 

care. 

 

Concerns over inconsistencies in management and practice across HSE care areas and the low 

organisational status accorded to child care and family support services within the HSE management 

structure were raised.70 Laxton and Laxton (2008) recommended that all child care social services in 

the HSE should be planned, co-ordinated, managed and developed at a regional level in partnership 

with justice, education and training/employment services in order to produce regional children service 

plans. 

                                                      
67Graham, G., 2009, ‘Critical Success Factors of Residential Child and Youth Care in Ireland’. Forthcoming 
doctoral thesis and part of the author’s ongoing research in DIT.  
68 SRSB, 2004, ‘Workshop on Developing and Maintaining a New Organisation’, Conference paper ‘Positive 
Approaches to Challenging Behaviour’, SRSB: Dublin. 
69 Harrison, P., 2009, Managing Child Welfare and Protection, Russell House Publishing. 
70 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care 
and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE. 
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5.4.2 Children in Detention 

Poorly defined roles and responsibilities of boards of management of children detention schools have 

been criticised as well as the levels of support provided to directors.71 Laxton (2002) recommended 

that one board and a CEO be put in place and that heads of children detention schools would report 

to this CEO. This recommendation was overtaken by subsequent events. These included the transfer 

of responsibility for the children detention schools from the Department of Education and Science to 

the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, the establishment of the IYJS and the creation 

of a national manager for children detention schools. There are currently two boards of management. 

One board covers the three children detention schools based at Oberstown and the other covers the 

Finglas Child and Adolescent Centre. 

5.5 Standards and Monitoring  

5.5.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

The establishment of the Social Services Inspectorate and the Special Residential Services Board 

(now the CAAB) was considered to have improved the degree of transparency, scrutiny and quality of 

care provision in Ireland.72  

 

In recent years, national standards have been established for foster care,73 special care and 

residential care. Inspectors use these standards to carry out inspections of care settings. There is a 

strong convergence of standards across different care settings. The areas covered by the standards 

are similar, suggesting that the components of practice are common irrespective of the care setting.  

 

Inspectors use these standards to assess the operation and performance of care providers. The focus 

of inspections has been mainly on residential care. Giller (2003) called for the application of the 

standards for residential centres to be applied to HSU by providing an addendum to the residential 

standards in order to cover HSU.  

 

                                                      
71 For example, Laxton, M., 2002, Residential Provision for Children under the Auspices of the Department of 
Education and Science, Department of Education and Science: Dublin.  
72 Gilligan, R., 2000 (a), ‘Adversity, Resilience and Young People; the Protective Value of Positive School and 
Spare Time Experiences’, Children and Society 14, 2000, pp. 37–47; Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. 
Tough Lives, Rough Justice, Chapter 7, ‘Young People in Detention’, Irish Academic Press.  
73 Department of Health and Children, 2003, National Standards for Foster Care, Stationery Office: Dublin. 
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Only three inspections have been conducted in foster care to date. While these inspections were 

generally positive there was considerable criticism by inspectors of the HSE in terms of management 

and supervision structures for foster care.  

 

Inspection reports are the main source of discussion on practice in the context of benchmarking 

various facilities and services against the national standards. Practice that we identified arising from a 

review of a sample of recent inspection reports on residential centres in the areas of governance and 

management include: 

 

� Clear management structures. 

� Maintenance of a complete register of children placed in the centre. 

� Clear models of staff supervision including regular intervals of supervision. 

� Adequately qualified, experienced, competent and trained staff team including the use of TCI 

(therapeutic crisis intervention). 

� Ongoing staff training and development. 

� Safeguarding and child protection policies and procedures in place including relevant training of 

staff and checking that they have a good understanding of what is required.  

� Vetting of staff (e.g. Garda clearance, checking of references, verifications checks). 

� Team-working and appropriate rostering of staff.  

� Stability in the staff team in order to give a sense of stability and security to children.  

� Clear policies and procedures including management of behaviour, use of physical restraint and 

absence without authority. 

� Application of policies and procedures in a fair and transparent manner. 

� Well articulated and understood complaints procedure that is child-friendly and responsive. 

� Maintenance of an up-to-date register of significant events. 

� External supervision of the service (e.g. regular visits by the supervising social care worker to 

assess quality of care and gain feedback from children and to review records). 

� Monitoring by inspectors. 

� Health and safety procedures including health and safety statement, fire drills, meeting of fire 

regulations. 
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While the recommendations made by the inspectors varied from centre to centre, common themes to 

emerge in the recommendations where some level of improvement was desired were the need for: 

 

� Clearly defined purpose and function to ensure appropriate placements in centres. 

� Better rostering of staff, particularly temporary or agency staff. 

� Improved fire safety. 

� Improved complaints procedures. 

� Better supervision of staff. 

� More external supervision of centres (by HSE managers). 

� Improved quality of care plans. 

� Regular reviewing of care plans. 

� Ensuring all information is recorded and kept in case files. 

� Better upkeep of premises. 

� Ensuring that all staff members understand the concepts of and issues around safeguarding and 

child protection. 

 

Independent evaluation is not currently a feature of the monitoring of the out of home care sector. 

Some evaluations have been conducted in recent times in the area of youth justice. The inspection 

process can only address the national standards and thus does not examine outcomes for children or 

progress made by them while in care. Some of the literature highlights the need to ‘audit’ progress in 

addressing the traumatic experiences of children in care on a statutory basis.74 

5.5.2 Children in Detention 

National standards have been established for children detention schools.75 Kilkelly’s (2006)76 review 

of the implementation of standards in children detention schools found that they measured relatively 

well against international best practice and the National Standards and Criteria for Children in 

Children Detention Schools. Areas for improvement included accessing medical and educational 

information for children in detention and preparing children to return to their communities. 

                                                      
74 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study 
on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
75 The current standards for children detention schools will be revised by the Irish Youth Justice Service, and the 
Inspector for Prisons published a Juvenile Supplement to the ‘Standards for the Inspections of Prisons in Ireland’, 
September 2009. 
76 Kilkelly, U., 2006, Review of the Implementation of Standards in Children Detention Schools. 
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5.6 Safeguarding and Child Protection 

5.6.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

In 1999, the Department of Health and Children published national guidelines, entitled ‘Children First: 

National Guidelines for the Protection and Welfare of Children’. These guidelines are intended to 

assist people in identifying and reporting child abuse and to improve professional practice in both 

statutory and voluntary agencies and organisations that provide services for children and families. 

They include a section on children in out of home care. 

 

The literature comments on the impact of media coverage and published inquiries (notably Madonna 

House) on the development of child protection and safeguarding policies and procedures.  

 

The literature indicates that abuse allegations by children in care or out of home situations evoke 

slower or lower responses from the authorities than for children at home.77 

 

Flynn (1997)78 found that care staff members were more willing to report incidents of physical and 

sexual abuse than other forms of inappropriate behaviour (e.g. bullying) by other staff members. 

While managers were uninhibited about reporting abuse allegations, there was a tendency to trust the 

accounts of adults over those of children, indicating a need for independent assessment. 

 

Meyler79 (1997) explored the concept of safe care in fostering. She concluded that responsibility lies 

primarily with the health service, with foster families playing a major role. She recommended that 

there be a positive plan of action to improve practice in this regard, which includes training and 

supervision for social workers,  

 

Buckley (2000)80 found that around one-third of the foster carers in a small sample were unaware of 

health board guidelines on safe care. An inspection81 of fostering services in one HSE area by the 

                                                      
77 Raftery, M., O’Sullivan, E., 1999, Suffer the little children: The inside story of Ireland’s industrial schools, New 
Island Books: Dublin; Clarke, A., 2007, Review of Child Protection Notifications by Focus Ireland to the Health 
Service Executive, Focus Ireland: Dublin. 
78 Flynn, P, 1997, ‘A study of staff willingness to report incidents of abuse within a custodial care setting’, in 
Buckley, H. (ed.), Child Protection and Welfare: Innovations and Interventions, 2002, IPA: Dublin. 
79 Meyler, M., 1997, Safe Caring in Fostering. 
80 Buckley, K., 2000, ‘Allegations of child abuse in foster care: incidence, intervention, support and outcomes in 
one community care area’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
81 Health Information and Quality Authority, 2008, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in Dublin South West 
Local Health Area, Report No. 215, HIQA: Dublin. 
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Social Services Inspectorate found that while prospective non-relative foster carers were assessed by 

the HSE, less than one-third of prospective relative foster carers had been. The inspectors 

recommended that all foster carers, whether relatives or otherwise, should be fully assessed and 

vetted to ensure safe practice. In addition, they recommended that HSE management put in place a 

system to monitor issues of safety for children in foster care. 

 

In the inspection82 of another HSE area, while the inspectors found that children were cared for in a 

safe manner, they had a number of concerns about the management of child protection for fostering 

services. These included the management of allegations against foster carers, the assessment of 

disclosures made by children (especially those with disabilities), the monitoring of child protection 

procedures, frequency of social work visits to children in foster care and the role of the local 

monitoring officer. In addition, because one-third of children in the area did not have a designated 

social worker, the safeguarding role was unfulfilled. 

 

There was evidence of children having been bullied or fearing being bullied or having committed or 

being the victim of acts of violence while in care.83 Fagan (1997) found that incidents of violence 

against staff tended to be higher early on in a new stay in residential care and when temporary staff 

members were included in the team structure, reflecting insecurity on the part of the child and the 

importance of forming stable attachments with staff. 

5.6.2 Children in Detention 

Lynam (2000)84 found that not all staff in a children detention school had ready access to a policies, 

procedures and protocol documents on child protection and were unsure about definitions of abuse 

and felt insufficiently trained. They also expressed doubts about the availability of support to them 

should allegations of abuse be made. Young people in this environment were also unsure of their 

rights and of procedures. The standards developed for children detention schools include a section on 

complaints and HIQA was due to publish its first inspection report on children detention schools in 

2009 (i.e. after this report was compiled). This should give an indication if complaints procedures in 

children detention schools have improved. 

 

                                                      
82 Health Information and Quality Authority, 2007, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in Meath Local Health 
Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
83 Monaghan, G., 1993, ‘The management of sexual issues in a secure unit: preparation for dealing with child 
sexual abuse’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Lynam, M., 2000, ‘A critical analysis of the current child protection policies 
in the National Care and Education Unit, formerly known as Finglas Children’s Centre’, in Buckley, H. (2002); 
Fagan, A., 1997, ‘Young People and Violence in Residential Care: A Case Study’, The Irish Journal of Social 
Work Research 1 (1), 1997, pp. 9–22. 
84 Lynam, M., 2000, ‘A critical analysis of the current child protection policies in the National Care and Education 
Unit, formerly known as Finglas Children’s Centre’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
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5.7 Physical Facilities 

5.7.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

The literature comments on the convergence in the nature and type of residential care,85 declining 

numbers in residential care86 and increasing numbers of younger children entering care.87 The 

recognition in policy that a home environment is the best place for a child is noted.88 Some89 comment 

on the importance of residential care settings being designed to reflect home settings as much as is 

practicable. Many inspection reports comment on the homely environment of residential care units, 

even when the buildings are less than ideal or in need of repair or upgrading.90  

5.7.2 Children in Detention 

In its consideration of design options for detention facilities, the Expert Group on Children Detention 

Schools commented positively on facilities in Northern Ireland which integrated and supported both 

security and safety considerations in physical facilities which did not have an institutional atmosphere. 

It recommended that all detention school developments take place at the Oberstown Campus in Lusk 

County Dublin. 

5.8 Recruitment, Retention, Training, Supervision and Support of      

Staff and Carers  

5.8.1 Residential Care Staff 

The literature notes the increased ‘professionalisation’ of the social work and child care sectors in 

Ireland.91 The literature comments on the impact of heavy social work caseloads on interventions with 

children, follow-up and aftercare.92 

 

                                                      
85 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study 
on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
86 Madge, N., 1994, Children and Residential Care in Europe, National Children’s Bureau: London.  
87 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study 
on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
88 McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential Care Services. Summary of 
Discussion Document, HSE. 
89 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study 
on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
90 Various SSI inspection reports. 
91 Gallagher, C., O’Toole, J., 1999, ‘Towards a Sociological Understanding of Social Care Work in Ireland’, Irish 
Journal of Social Work Research 2 (1), 1999, pp. 69–86; SRSB, Best Practice Guidelines in the Use of Physical 
Restraint Child Care: Residential Units, SRSB: Dublin. 
92 McLoughlin C., 2000, ‘An analysis of the working relationship between residential care workers and community 
care social workers’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
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Frequent changes in social workers and care staff can impact on a young person’s sense of security 

and well-being.93 The importance of positive role-modelling by staff and forming of positive 

relationships between children in care and staff in authority was noted.94 Forming stable attachments 

between children and staff takes time and this needs to be taken into account in staffing 

arrangements and the use of temporary or contract staff.95 

 

Adequate staffing and training of staff was considered critical in ensuring good staff morale, good 

standards of care, reduced staff turnover, and the ability to deal with complex behavioural issues.96 

Identification and delivery of training needs in core therapies such as therapeutic crisis intervention, 

active listening, behavioural intervention, etc., coupled with regular evaluation of their utilisation and 

effectiveness, was considered essential in terms of addressing the complex needs of many children in 

residential care settings.97  

 

Craig et al (1998) emphasised the importance of multidisciplinary team working in care systems 

(residential and foster), pre- and in-service training for support staff and care workers including 

supervision, regular review of the ratio of staff to children and the effective use of shift systems in 

residential care. McGranaghan (2007) also emphasised the importance of suitably qualified staff and 

multidisciplinary teamwork in provision of therapeutic models of care. 

 

Laxton and Laxton (2008) found that there were concerns in the sector about the age and experience 

of care staff, as well as gender imbalance and the skills mix available to meet the needs of children.  

 

The SRSB (2004), mirroring other discussions in the literature on support for care staff, identified the 

components of effective staff support. These included being valued, confidence building, enhancing 

their ability to deal with difficult emotions, providing challenge and avoiding stagnation and ensuring 

                                                      
93 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, Oak 
Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin.  
94 McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential Care Services. Summary of 
Discussion Document, HSE. 
95 Fagan, A., 1997, ‘Young People and Violence in Residential Care: A Case Study’, The Irish Journal of Social 
Work Research 1 (1), 1997, pp. 9–22.  
96 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care 
and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE; Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, 
Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, Oak Tree Press: Cork; Carr, N., O’Sullivan, E., 
2005, ‘Young People at the Interface of Welfare and Criminal Justice: an examination of Special Care Units in 
Ireland’, Postgraduate thesis, TCD; McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential 
Care Services. Summary of Discussion Document, HSE; Grant-Murphy, C., 1995, ‘Care plans for children in 
residential care’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Laxton, M., 2002, Residential Provision for Children under the Auspices of 
the Department of Education and Science, Department of Education and Science: Dublin.  
97 McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential Care Services. Summary of 
Discussion Document, HSE. 
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ongoing professional development. Key support mechanisms were policies and procedures, training, 

supervision, staff meetings, incident debriefing and practice review.  

 

Areas identified that need development or could be problematic included:98 

 

� Continuity of staff and burnout.  

� Use of contract staff.  

� Policy reviews. 

� Feedback to staff from management.  

� Prioritisation of debriefing.  

� Prioritisation and resourcing of training and subsequent opportunities to put learning into practice. 

� Supervision training for both supervisors and those being supervised. 

� Understanding the role of other services/agencies.  

 

There were also calls for more networking and sharing of practice.99 The Irish Association of Social 

Workers has a number of special interest peer support groups including the Child and Adolescent 

Mental Health Services and Child and Adolescent Psychiatry. 

5.8.2 Care Staff in Children Detention Schools 

Inadequacies in staff qualifications, data recording and days lost due to staff sickness was noted by 

Laxton (2002) in the review of children detention schools. In a review of special care and high support, 

Laxton and Laxton (2008) found that while the level of qualifications of care staff in general were high, 

the relevance of these qualifications to working with troubled and troublesome children was 

questionable. These qualifications were either too basic or too academic. They recommended 

establishing a working group comprised of residential care managers and course directors to redesign 

course content. 

 

                                                      
98 SRSB, 2004, ‘Workshop on Developing and Maintaining a New Organisation’, Conference paper ‘Positive 
Approaches to Challenging Behaviour’, SRSB: Dublin; Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on 
their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: 
Dublin.  
99 SRSB, 2004, ‘Workshop on Developing and Maintaining a New Organisation’, Conference paper ‘Positive 
Approaches to Challenging Behaviour’, SRSB: Dublin. 
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Despite the number of calls for training of carers and the importance of training as a support 

mechanism, we found only one review of the impact of training. This was an internal review100 of 

training for care staff in a children detention school. It found positive impacts in terms of increased 

confidence by staff in their relationships with young people, report writing and values in care as well 

as greater self-reflection on practice by staff and better team communication. The research also found 

that while confidence levels in care planning increased somewhat, confidence after training was still 

not at a high level. Confidence levels in respect of child protection, communication and managing 

information remained the same. 

 

Carroll and Meehan (2007)101 argue that training for all those involved with young people in the 

criminal justice system is essential.  

5.8.3 Foster Carers 

The literature also comments, despite the growing trend towards the use of foster care, on the 

inadequate preparation of these carers to address the complex issues that children placed in their 

care may present and the need for more training.102  

 

In 1999, IFCA developed an in-house training manual.103 This distinguishes between parenting and 

fostering and provides guidance for foster carers on their role.  

 

The literature emphasises the important role of carers and the need for recognition of the value of this 

work and ongoing training.104 Information-sharing about the children being placed in care was also a 

theme.105 

 

McWilliams (1997)106 observed, from her research, that many foster carers leave fostering because 

they have felt undervalued and under-supported. 

                                                      
100 Trinity House School, 2004 (a), The NVQ Programme Professional Practice in Childcare. An Appraisal of the 
Programme by Trinity House School, Trinity House School: Dublin. 
101 Carroll, J., Meehan, E., McPhillips, C., 2007, The Children Court: A National Study.  
102 Browne, D., Taylor, M., Moloney, A., ‘Irish Foster Parents’ Perception of Services Required to Improve 
Fostering Practices: A Qualitative Analysis’, Irish Journal of Social Work Research 2 (2), 2000; Meehan, A., 1991, 
‘Special project on fostering services for adolescents’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Montgomery, K., 1994, ‘The training 
needs of foster parents: the views of foster parents in County Donegal’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
103  Irish Foster Care Association, 1999, Fostering – A New Horizon. The Challenge in Care in Ireland, Irish Foster 
Care Association: Dublin. 
104 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin; SRSB, 2004, ‘Positive 
Approaches to Challenging Behaviour. Workshop on Safeguarding staff and young people’, SRSB Network 
Conference paper. 
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Work by Browne107 noted that foster carers did not always realise the fundamental difference between 

parenting foster children and birth children. Inadequate resourcing and access to ongoing support for 

foster carers often resulted in ‘fire-brigade’ action and the development of full-blown crises that might 

otherwise have been avoided. Foster carers reported dissatisfaction with the level of support provided 

by health boards and the uncertainty of support being there when needed, although the advice 

provided by social workers was considered helpful. A separate study by Gilligan (1996 (b)) confirmed 

uncertainty over whether or not support would be available when most needed, but also found that 

foster carers had good relationships and frequent contact with social workers.  

 

Suggestions for improvements in support made by the foster carers in Browne’s study included 

access to a link social worker for the carer, pre-placement preparation and information, adequate 

training, peer support groups, access to respite services and emergency back-up, access to 

counselling services, financial support to enable the child to participate in activities, regular review 

meetings with social workers and acknowledgement of the expertise and equal status of foster carers. 

The calls for improvements to supports were highest from foster parents who were in crisis 

placements compared to those where placements were deemed successful.  

 

Gilligan’s108 study (1996 (b)) also found that fewer than two-thirds of carers felt they had been 

adequately prepared for the fostering role and a significant minority felt they lacked a ‘neutral and 

competent listening ear for unloading concerns about day-to-day fostering issues’. 

 

Scanlan and Reid109 (1997) believe that there is a lack of reciprocity between what is asked and 

expected of foster carers and the supports and services offered to them by the HSE. They advocate a 

partnership approach based on reciprocity, training and peer support with and for foster carers. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
105 Connolly, S., 1997, ‘A Review of Placements within the Eastern Health Board Centralised Emergency Carers 
Project October 1992–January 1994’, Irish Journal of Social Work Research 1 (1), 1997, pp. 36–52.  
106 McWilliams, A., 1997, New Developments in Alternative Family Care. 
107 Browne, D., Taylor, M., Moloney, A., ‘Irish Foster Parents’ Perception of Services Required to Improve 
Fostering Practices: A Qualitative Analysis’, Irish Journal of Social Work Research 2 (2), 2000. 
108 Gilligan, R., 1996 (b), ‘The Foster Care Experience in Ireland: findings from a postal survey’, Child Care, 
Health and Development 22, 1996, pp. 85–98. 
109 Scanlan, S. and Reid, M., 1997, ‘Reflections on the Practice of Recruitment’, Irish Social Worker, Summer 
1997. 
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Kelleher et al (2000) recommended more information and training for foster carers prior to placement 

as well as in-service training and specialist training in managing behaviour and dealing with special 

needs. Others recommended training in dealing with sexualised behaviour,110 and safe care111 as well 

as informal groups and meetings to combat isolation and the development of consensus between 

social workers and foster carers on the goals and expectations of the service.112 

 

Foster carers who took part in recent inspections113 indicated satisfaction with the level of support 

provided and had access to monthly support meetings, ongoing training, counselling and telephone 

communication. It should however be noted that the numbers involved in these inspections were small 

relative to the foster care sector as a whole.  

 

In a recent IFCA survey (2009) of 84 foster carers, five out of every six respondents indicated that 

they had a link social worker. A majority of children, but not all, had a social worker allocated to them 

at the time of the survey. Inspectors have commented on the impact of staff shortages in the HSE and 

noted that where this occurred, priority was given to providing a social worker to the child rather than 

a link worker to the foster family.114 

 

Recent inspection reports115 indicated that social work teams and foster families worked well together. 

Examples of how this was achieved included social workers sourcing specialised services and then 

supporting carers to access these, social workers being responsive to concerns or issues raised by 

carers and carers being afforded opportunities to have their understanding of review meetings 

recorded when they disagreed with the minutes of these meetings. There was also a good standard of 

practice in how link workers worked with families. However, the level of support provided to relative 

foster carers in one area was less than that provided to non-relatives. For example, 60% of the 

relative foster carers did not have a link worker and/or had not been offered training, while all of the 

non-relative foster carers had.  

 

                                                      
110 Meehan, A., 1991, ‘Special project on fostering services for adolescents’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
111 Buckley, K., 2000, ‘Allegations of child abuse in foster care: incidence, intervention, support and outcomes in 
one community care area’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
112 Montgomery, K., 1994, ‘The training needs of foster parents: the views of foster parents in County Donegal’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002). 
113 SSI, 2007, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Meath Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin; SSI, 2008, 
Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
114 SSI, 2008, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: 
Dublin. 
115 SSI, 2007, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Meath Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin; SSI, 2008, 
Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
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The role supervision can play in supporting the role of foster carers is not well developed in the 

literature. The HSE is currently developing a national policy on supervision for all aspects of child 

care. Inspections (SSI 2007 and 2008) found that there was an absence of a supervision culture in the 

HSE and recommended the development of protocols and establishment of formal supervision and 

accountability between carers and link workers to ensure regular supervision of care practice. 

5.9 Key Chapter Findings 

Structures 

� The literature has been critical of the fragmented nature of the national governance structure.  

� There have been considerable changes in national structures since the publication of this 

literature. It is too early to determine what impact these changes will have on children in detention 

and out of home care. 

� There are calls within the literature for a national strategy on children in detention and children in 

out of home care, including a research component in relation to provision of such care.  

� However, there is very little questioning in the literature of the effectiveness of care as an option 

for children and there is no value-for-money work on various care options. Because evaluation is 

generally not a feature of the care system, it is not possible to ascertain how effective care is in 

providing positive outcomes for children or in determining whether in-care outcomes are better or 

worse than leaving the child at home. 

 

Placement  

� Concerns remain over the age distinction between the youth justice and care systems and the 

role ‘chance’ can play in determining which part of the system a child is placed in. The literature 

suggests that placement criteria and the placement process need further development.  

� Placement discussion in the literature centres on the need for clarity over the purpose of 

placements, the length of each placement and ongoing review of the continuing need for 

placement. 

 

Management and Leadership 

� Management and leadership are core elements of good practice, yet there is little coverage of 

these topics in the literature.  

� The literature alludes to inconsistencies in management practice across HSE care areas, 

inadequate strategic planning, poorly defined roles and responsibilities and structures that can 

hamper outcomes. 



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

40 

 

Standards and Monitoring  

� The literature considers the development of monitoring structures and national standards for 

children in residential care, foster care and detention as positive developments.  

� Inspectors use the standards to assess the operation of care providers. The focus of inspections 

has been mainly on residential care. 

� The establishment of the CAAB was considered to have improved the degree of transparency and 

scrutiny of care provision. 

� Evaluation is not a feature of the monitoring of out of home care provision. There have been some 

evaluations in the youth justice area. 

 

Safeguarding and Child Protection 

� The literature comments on the impact of media coverage and published inquiries on the 

development of child protection and safeguarding policies and procedures. 

� The literature continues to point towards concerns over the effective implementation and 

management of child protection measures, particularly for foster care and children detention 

schools.  

 

Physical Facilities 

� The recognition in policy of the importance of a home-like environment for children in detention 

and children in out of home care is noted in the literature. 

� Inspections of residential facilities comment on the provision of homely environments even when 

the physical buildings are less than ideal. 

 

Recruitment, Retention, Training and Supervision of Carers 

� The importance of adequately trained and supported staff and carers (paid and unpaid) receives 

considerable emphasis in the literature.  

� While the increased professionalisation of the child care sector in general was noted in the 

literature, concerns were raised about inadequate preparation and ongoing training of carers, 

particularly in the largest part of the care system, i.e. foster care.  
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6 SERVICE AND PRACTICE 

6.1 Chapter Introduction 

Much of the literature focuses on practice issues or deficits and there is relatively little highlighting and 
celebrating the good practice. This chapter presents the service and practice issues (e.g. needs 
assessment and placement, decision making, care planning, etc.) raised in the research literature. 
Most of the discussion in the literature on practice relates to residential or foster care rather than 
detention. 

6.2 Needs Assessment 

6.2.1 Placement Decisions  

Much of the literature comments on the requirement for services to adapt to meet the needs of 
children rather than children fitting into services and service structures.116 Most of the discussion on 
placement is in the context of residential care with little discussion in respect of foster care or 
detention. 

 

Clarke (2004) highlighted deficiencies in the assessment process with a focus on identifying needs 
rather than equipping staff and carers to meet needs. She commented on the importance of matching 
children with the most suitable local residential unit.  

 

The importance of effective matching between children and foster carers is not discussed in the 
literature.  

 

Clarke (2004) argued that placement decisions should be guided by the best fit between the child and 
care setting and reducing movement between care settings in order to provide continuity. Other 
important guidelines included maintaining ties with the child’s family and community (including 
schools) and sharing of responsibility between statutory authorities and care providers as well as 
other service providers. 

                                                      
116 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin; Kelleher, P., Kelleher, 
C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, Oak Tree Press: Dublin in 
association with Focus Ireland: Dublin ; Laxton, M., 1998, On the requirements and necessity for Special Care 
and High Support Residential Childcare Provision in Ireland, Department of Health and Children: Dublin; Laxton, 
M., 2000, The principles and policies underpinning the development of Special Care and High Support provision 
in Ireland, Department of Health and Children: Dublin; Laxton, M., 2002, Residential Provision for Children under 
the Auspices of the Department of Education and Science, Department of Education and Science: Dublin; Clarke, 
M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin; McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic 
Model for Children’s Residential Care Services, HSE-South.  
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Laxton and Laxton (2008) support the view that moving a child from one care placement to another 
because of aggressive or difficult behaviour should be a last resort. They argue that a truly integrated, 
consistent and committed child-centred approach would involve collective responsibility to maintain 
existing placements through challenging times rather than onward placement. The length of stay in a 
placement is another difficult issue that they discuss. They found considerable variation in lengths of 
stay in high support and special care and a tendency to ‘hang on’ to children in all types of residential 
care (possibly reflecting being below full capacity). 

 

While Lynott (1996) and Laxton (1998 and 2000) identified the need for high support and special care, 
others117 criticised the need with some118 arguing that staff in mainstream residential settings or 
children detention schools should be trained up to address the needs of these children. 

 

Social Information Systems ((2008) found that the likelihood of success in applications for admittance 
to special care were higher when higher levels of management were involved in decision making. The 
reality was that most cases did not involve general managers. The process of obtaining authorisation 
from senior personnel in the HSE was also found to be inconsistent, resulting in poor audit trails in 
some cases. 

 

McGranaghan (2007) noted that many of the children placed in residential care had been referred 
there because other forms of placement or intervention had not been successful or had broken-down. 
These children had multiple complex needs. These included academic and social skills deficits, 
behavioural issues, insecure attachments, difficulty in relationships and low resilience as well as 
negative consequences arising from previous placements. 

 

There was some discussion about how the need for care might have been avoided. English (1998) 
commented that early intervention and preventative work with families, particularly those known to 
social workers, may have precluded the need for admission to care. Harrison (2009) argues that 
better decision making arising from assessment could reduce the need for out of home care. 

 

                                                      
117 Durcan, G., 1997, ‘Secure Accommodation in the Child Care System: The Legal Background’, paper 
presented at the Children’s Legal Centre on ‘Secure Accommodation in Child Care’; Barnardos, 2000, 
Responding to the Needs of Troubled Children: A Critique of High Support and Secure Special Care Provision in 
Ireland, Barnardos: Dublin. 
118 ERHA Review Group, 2003, Review of the Need for High Support Care, ERHA: Dublin; Barnardos, 2000, 
Responding to the Needs of Troubled Children: A Critique of High Support and Secure Special Care Provision in 
Ireland, Barnardos: Dublin.  
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There is considerable discussion about the impact of inappropriate placement and/or poor quality 
needs assessment on the success or otherwise of a placement and the damage a negative placement 
experience or multiple placements can have on a child. Placement breakdown is discussed in section 
6.8 below. 

6.2.2 Assessment of Foster Carers 

Inspections of HSE foster care (SSI 2008)119 indicated some inconsistencies in the assessment and 
vetting of prospective foster carers depending on whether or not they were relatives of the child being 
placed. There appeared to be a presumption, on the part of the HSE, that relatives were ‘safe’. The 
inspectors found that the majority of relative fosters carers in their inspection had not been 
comprehensively assessed. While they had preliminary assessments, the inspectors found 
shortcomings in these. The inspectors recommended assessment and vetting of all prospective carers 
irrespective of their relationship to the child. The inspectors also found that waiting lists and 
assessments took too long to process. They recommended that the HSE should resolve the issue of 
retrospective approval of current relative foster carers. 

6.2.3 Different Types of Admission 

Involuntary admission to care is an emotive term used in the literature that is not defined but appears 
to be used to describe court orders. Madge (1994) commented on the growth in ‘involuntary 
placement’ in care in Ireland. The research indicated that the ratio of children coming into care 
voluntarily dropped from five out of six in the 1980s to three out of six by the early 1990s. Findings 
from a 2008 survey by IFCA of 84 foster carers in respect of 155 children found that 32.5% were in 
foster care under a voluntary care order, 65.2% were in foster care under a court order and for the 
remaining 2.5%, the foster carers did not have this information available.  

 

Table 6.1: 2008 IFCA Survey of Foster Carers (N = 84) 

Basis for Foster Care Percentage 

Children in foster care or voluntary care  32.5% 

Children in foster care under a court order 65.2% 

Information not available 2.5% 

Total 100% 

 

 

                                                      
119 SSI, 2008, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: 
Dublin; SSI 2008, Inspection of the Fostering Service in the Meath Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
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6.2.4 Inclusion 

Some findings in the research suggest exclusion rather than inclusion. For example, Connolly 
(1997)120 noted that the selection and screening process for children placed in the Emergency Carers 
Project included the level of need and risk. However, the project excluded children who were using 
drugs, who were suicidal or who had a history of serious violence.  

 

Mayock and Vekic (2006)121 found that many young people aged over 16 accessing the out of hours 
service were not placed immediately and embarked on a cycle of bouncing back and forth between 
services, resulting in them becoming engaged in street culture.  

 

Professionals interviewed by Seymour and Costello (2005)122 expressed the view that homeless 
hostels and mainstream schools were reluctant to accommodate young people with a history of 
offending or having attended a children detention school.  

 

In terms of enhancing resilience of young people in care, Gilligan (2000)123 argued that the 
assessment process must consider protective factors as well as risk factors. 

6.2.5 Special Care/High Support 

While the literature identified the need for SCU and HSU,124 emphasis was placed on these types of 
placement settings being viewed as interim placements and not solutions to complex problems.  

 

Laxton (2000) promoted the principle of normalisation, i.e. finding the least restrictive environment to 
address the needs of a young person, with restrictions on a child’s liberty, especially when not 
convicted of an offence, as a last resort. He considered that special care should only be used for 
children at the most serious risk, with high support acting as a ‘gate-keeper’ to special care. Giller 
(2003) noted deficits in admission criteria and exclusion of certain children because the relevant skills 
base was absent. He recommended tighter criteria and opportunities for families to explore alternative 
solutions to high support. 

 

                                                      
120 Connolly, S., 1995, ‘A review of placements within the EHB centralised emergency carer’s project October 
1992–January 1994’, in Buckley, H. (ed.), Child Protection and Welfare. Innovation and Interventions, 2002, IPA: 
Dublin. 
121 Mayock. P., Vekic, K., 2006, Understanding Youth Homelessness in Dublin City: Key findings from the First 
Phase of a Longitudinal Cohort Study, Office of the Minister for Children. 
122 Seymour, M., Costello, L., 2005, A Study of the Number, Profile and Progression Routes of Homeless 
Persons before the Court and in Custody in Dublin. 
123 Gilligan, R., 2000 (b), ‘Men as Foster Carers. A Neglected Resource?’, Adoption and Fostering 24 (2), 2000, 
pp. 63–9.  
124 Lynott, M., 1996, Requirements for Initiating Special Care Units, Eastern Health Board: Dublin; Laxton, M., 
1998, On the requirements and necessity for Special Care and High Support Residential Childcare Provision in 
Ireland, Department of Health and Children: Dublin; Laxton, M., 2000, The principles and policies underpinning 
the development of Special Care and High Support provision in Ireland, Department of Health and Children: 
Dublin. 
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6.2.6 Special Needs and Disabilities 

There is relatively little in the literature on children with educational or intellectual special needs or 
physical disabilities. Kelleher et al (2000) and the ERHA Review Group (2003) considered provision to 
be inadequate. The ERHA noted that these children and children with cross-addictions were often 
totally excluded. Kelleher et al recommended specialist training on special needs for foster carers and 
carers in residential settings. Educational outcomes would suggest that children in care have special 
education needs (SEN) and this may warrant exploration in the context of the Education for Persons 
with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act, 2004. McGranaghan (2007) suggests that the National 
Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) and education welfare officers should be used by 
residential centres to review the special educational needs of children in care. 

6.2.7 Ethnic Minorities  

There is little information on the needs of ethnic minorities. Some research work has been conducted 
with members of the Traveller community125 and it makes passing reference to the need for more 
culturally appropriate responses from the homeless sector and health boards to the needs of 
members of the Traveller community. Comerford (1993) noted that children from the Traveller 
community were six times more likely to enter care compared to settled children and that the majority 
of children from the Traveller community were in long-term care from very early ages. This resulted in 
lost contact with families and few attempts to reunite them with their families. Comerford 
recommended placement with extended family members in preference to placement with foster 
families in the Traveller community or placement in residential care. Systems to collect information on 
children from the Traveller community were also considered inadequate. 

6.2.8 Detention 

The literature raises concerns about the continuing use of places of detention for children who have 
not committed criminal offences.126 There are also concerns about the absence of a range of 
community sanctions for those who have committed offences127 despite the provisions of the Children 
Act, 2001. Under the Act, detention should be a last resort. However, the pace at which community-
based alternatives and sanctions as provided for under the Act were implemented was slow. In July 
2007, all outstanding provisions of the Act were implemented. 

 

Hayes and O’Reilly (2007)128 found that young people in detention presented complex and debilitating 
psychological difficulties, serious levels of criminality for both themselves and other members of their 
families, histories of behavioural problems, lower cognitive abilities and emotional intelligence and 
frequent substance abuse. They recommended development of policy to ensure that the 

                                                      
125 English , R., 1998, ‘Children received into care in one community care area: a study of their career paths’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002); Comerford, R., 1993, ‘The shared rearing project with survey of Traveller children as reported 
in care in 1992’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Kelly, T., 2000, ‘The importance of maintaining the cultural identity of 
Traveller children in settled family foster care’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
126 Carr, N., O’Sullivan, E., 2005, ‘Young People at the Interface of Welfare and Criminal Justice: an examination 
of Special Care Units in Ireland’, Postgraduate thesis, TCD: Dublin. 
127 Kilkelly, U., 2005, The Children’s Court: A Children’s Right Audit, Irish Research Council: Dublin. 
128 Hayes, J.M., O’Reilly, G., 2007, Emotional Intelligence, Mental Health and Juvenile Delinquency, Juvenile 
Health Matters: Cork. 
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psychological needs of young people in detention are met and multidisciplinary assessment and 
inclusion of psychological and intellectual disability risk assessment in the assessment process.  

 

Similarly, work by Hanlon and Reilly (2004) on special care and by McGranaghan (2007) emphasised 
the effectiveness of multidisciplinary teamwork on site, therapeutic approaches and specialised school 
environments. Other important factors were building trust and self-confidence in young people and 
balancing security considerations with provision of freedom.  

 

The Expert Group on Children Detention Schools (2007)129 recommended the establishment of a 
working group to consider the needs and services required for children in detention with specialist 
needs. They also recommended a possible role for a dedicated remand and assessment centre in this 
regard. 

6.3 Care Planning 

6.3.1 Key-working 

Key-working systems and care planning appear common in children detention schools, residential 
care and the homeless sector. Key-working is where each child is assigned a specific member of staff 
who has responsibility for working with that child to develop a care plan to identify and meet the child’s 
specific needs. The importance of forming stable attachments between staff and children was noted130 
as was building ongoing assessment into the key-working system and providing time and space to 
meet the needs arising from this process.131 However, there is very little in the literature on what 
constitutes good practice. Discussions about the impact of key-working on the relationship with 
children in care or outcomes for children are discussed mainly in the context of resilience (see section 
6.6 below).  

 

In foster care settings, the key-workers are effectively the child’s designated social worker. Recent 
inspection reports (SSI 2007 and 2008)132 indicated that while relationships between the social work 
teams, link workers and foster carers were good and good standards in social work practice were 
evident, not every child had a designated social worker, with consequent implications for care 
planning and assessment of needs. 

                                                      
129 Irish Youth Justice Service, 2007, Report of the Expert Group on Children Detention Schools, Irish Youth 
Justice Service: Dublin.  
130 Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin; Gilligan, R., 2008, ‘Promoting 
Resilience in Young People in Long-term Care – The Relevance of Roles and Relationships in the Domains of 
Recreation and Work’, Journal of Social Work Practice 22 (1), 2008, pp. 37–50. 
131 Grant-Murphy , C., 1995, ‘Care plans for children in residential care’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
132 SSI, 2007, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Meath Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin; SSI, 2007, 
Inspection of Fostering First Ireland and the Health Service Executive, HIQA: Dublin; SSI, 2008, Inspection of the 
HSE Fostering Service in Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
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6.3.2 Care Plan Development  

The model of care proposed by McGranaghan (2007) emphasises that residential interventions 
should be seen in the context of an entire care plan for each child.  

 

The HSE Service Plan for 2009 indicates that 78% of children in care have a written care plan as 
defined by Child Care Regulations 1995. However, in a recent survey by IFCA133 more than one-third 
of respondents indicated that no care plan was in place for children in their foster care. Around one-
quarter of respondents had no written contract to provide foster care. Just under half of the children in 
care had a medical examination prior to being placed in foster care but the results of these health 
checks were not made known to the majority of foster carers. Access to medical examination 
information by foster carers was also an issue raised in an inspection of foster services (SSI 2008).134  

 

Inspectors of foster care (SSI 2007)135 have been critical of the quality of care plan development. 
They recommended that HSE management put into operation placement plans in order to progress 
actions that were necessary to implement individual care plans and to actively manage placements 
that were at risk of breaking down. 

 

Meyler’s (2004)136 review of the literature identified theoretical models commonly used in child care 
social work. She warns against the pitfalls of adhering too rigidly to a standardised process and points 
to the need for social work training for those working in the area of foster care. 

 

Giller (2003) recommended that in the case of high support, the objectives of the placement should be 
agreed, the contribution of parents should be identified and the duration of the placement should be 
specified. 

 

Kelleher et al (2000) considered what constituted care planning in the foster sector and by the former 
health boards to be ambiguous. They recommended national guidelines on care planning. They also 
recommended ongoing training in needs assessment and care planning for carers in all settings and 
sharing of good practice. Care plans should clearly specify whether or not the young person was to 
remain in care, or to move back home or to move into independent living. 

 

Craig et al (1998) and McGranaghan (2007) considered inclusion of children and their parents in the 
care planning process an essential element of good practice. 

                                                      
133 Irish Foster Care Association, Foster Care Survey 2008, IFCA: Dublin. 
134 SSI, 2008, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: 
Dublin. 
135 SSI, 2007, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Meath Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin; SSI, 2007, 
Inspection of Fostering First Ireland and the Health Service Executive, HIQA: Dublin. 
136 Meyler, M., 2004, Matching Carers and Children in Foster Care, A Review of the Literature. 
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6.3.3 Education 

The literature also emphasised the importance of provision of structured and appropriate education for 
children in care.137 Tighe (1993) found that while all of the children in his residential and foster care 
cohorts attended school, there was evidence of educational delay138 but no support to address this. 
Laxton and Laxton (2008) found that 89% of children in high support and special care had problems in 
their current educational placement. Daly and Gilligan (2005)139 found that most young people in long-
term foster care went to mainstream schools and the majority were making good progress in their 
school subjects. 

 

Emond (2002) recommended that children be included in decisions regarding how their care status 
was managed by teachers as fear of bullying in school and stigmatisation was common. Emond 
considered that review planning needed to take into account the young person’s educational plans 
and aspirations throughout their stay in care. Given that many children in care had multiple school 
moves and poor educational progression, she felt that residential staff and teachers needed to be 
conscious of the importance of believing in the strengths and abilities of each young person in care 
and to make this knowledge central to their approach. Residential staff also needed to be supported 
to understand the day to day reality of the lives of children while in school. 

 

Kilkellly (2008)140 draws our attention to the rights-based position and the fact that the right to 
education is an internationally recognised human right. It is well established that children have a right 
to education and to benefit from it in a way that recognises that education enables the fulfilment of the 
child’s potential. Kilkelly highlights the need for teachers to be sensitised to the particular 
circumstances and needs of children in care.  

6.3.4 Review Processes  

McGranaghan (2007) articulates the purpose of the care plan review process as being to evaluate the 
effectiveness of interventions and progress towards achieving goals and also to update the care plan 
as a result of new information or developments. 

 

There were variations in the findings in relation to the care plan review process with some research 
showing evidence of regular review meetings141 taking place and others finding irregular reviews.142  

 

                                                      
137 Hanlon, N., Riley, L., 2004, The Impact of Placement in Special Care Unit Settings on the Wellbeing of Young 
People and their Families, SRSB: Dublin; Emond, R., 2002, Learning from their lessons. A study of young people 
in residential care and their experiences of education, Children’s Research Centre, TCD: Dublin. 
138 For example, children not reaching key literacy and numeracy milestones. 
139 Daly, F. Gilligan, R., 2005, Lives in Foster Care – The Educational and Social Support Experiences of Young 
People aged 13–14 years in long term Foster Care, CRC, TCD. 
140 Kilkelly, U., 2008, Children’s Rights in Ireland: Law, Policy and Practice. 
141 Tighe, A., 1993, ‘The views of ten young people in the care of the Western Health Board’, in Buckley, H. 
(2002). 
142 English , R., 1998, ‘Children received into care in one community care area: a study of their career paths’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002). 
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Giller (2003) recommended the review of all placements in high support and special care when the 
placement was coming to an end or an extension was required. 

 

A review143 of review meetings between social workers, foster carers and children in care indicated a 
need for training of social workers on how to involve young people in review meetings. The views of 
young people in another survey144 suggested that they needed to be prepared and enabled to take 
part in reviews and to talk about their situations. These views were reiterated by McGree et al 
(2006).145 Similarly, a recent inspection (SSI 2008)146 found uncertainty amongst some social workers 
about how to gather the views of young people. 

6.3.5 Protection of Children’s Rights 

Kilkelly (2007)147, amongst others, states that the care planning process and any interventions should 
protect the rights of children. There was some discussion148 on ways in which this can be achieved. 
This included the development and inclusion of policies on children’s rights in procedures manuals 
and case files and the provision of information to children about their rights on a regular basis, 
ensuring children know about and are regularly reminded of complaints procedures and procedures to 
access external advocates. 

 

Inspections of foster care settings (SSI 2007 and 2008)149 recommended improvements in policies 
and practice regarding children’s rights. These included ensuring that formal complaints procedures 
were in place, having procedures to facilitate children to access their files and making children aware 
of external advocates/children’s rights organisations. 

 

The regulations on special care applications require that the views of the child be sought. However, 
SIS (2008) noted that the child’s views were not always sought because of fears that the child’s 
behaviour would worsen. SIS believe that this is a breach of children’s rights and that the HSE must 
consider the legal and practice implications of not seeking the views of children in all cases where 
special care was being applied for. 

                                                      
143 Murphy, J., 1999, ‘Review of reviews’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
144 Tighe, A., 1993, ‘The views of ten young people in the care of the Western Health Board’, in Buckley, H. 
(2002). 
145 McGree, S. Leonard, K., McEvoy, P., Brown, T., McCormack, D., 2006, Having a Say in Care Reviews: A 
Study of Children in Foster Care, Athlone Institute of Technology and the HSE. 
146 SSI, 2008, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: 
Dublin. 
147 Kilkelly U., 2007, Barriers to the Realisation of Children’s Rights in Ireland, Ombudsman for Children’s Office: 
Dublin.  
148 McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential Care Services. Summary of 
Discussion Document, HSE. 
149 SSI, 2007, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Meath Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin; SSI, 2007, 
Inspection of Fostering First Ireland and the Health Service Executive, HIQA: Dublin; SSI, 2008, Inspection of the 
HSE Fostering Service in Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
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6.3.6 Exit Planning  

Participants at an SRSB workshop (2004) felt that exit planning was not operating effectively, and in 
some instances was non-existent. Mangan (1998)150 called for the development of transitional 
housing and supported lodging schemes as bridges to greater independence for children leaving care 
as well as the conversion, in appropriate cases, of foster placements into supported lodgings.  

 

Foster care inspections (SSI 2008)151 found that when the plan was for the child to return home after 
foster care, contact with birth parents and siblings was prioritised. Another inspection report by SSI 
(2007)152 was of the view that where care plan reviews for children in foster placements did not take 
place, this could result in children drifting in care as options to return them to their birth families or to 
explore adoption are not given adequate consideration.  

6.4 Models of Care and Therapeutic Interventions  

6.4.1 Early Intervention/Prevention 

There are numerous comments in the literature on the important role that early intervention and 
preventative work (both with young people and families) can play in minimising negative outcomes or 
even eliminating the need for alternative care altogether. However, there are few descriptions of how 
this might be achieved, what good practice is and what the determinants of success are. 

 

One of the few descriptions of what these types of interventions might include was provided by Geiran 
et al (1999).153 They recommended community-based interventions for young offenders who were at 
risk of reoffending. Geiran et al considered that young offenders benefited most when targeted early 
on with interventions that focused on criminogenic factors such as antisocial attitudes, substance 
abuse, problem-solving skills deficits, poor self-control, unemployment or family difficulties. 

 

Consultations with residential care staff conducted by Laxton and Laxton (2008) suggested that 
prevention would include respite and time-out facilities, intensive community-based support (but no 
description of what precisely this means), access to mental health services and access to educational 
services.  

6.4.2 Residential Care 

Descriptions in the literature of care for children include four basic components: 

                                                      
150 Mangan, B., 1998, ‘An examination of the necessity for the development of supported lodgings schemes’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002). 
151 SSI, 2008, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
152 SSI, 2007, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Meath Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
153 Gerian, V., McCarthy, M., Morahan, M., O’Connell, V., 1999, Young Offenders in Penal Custody. Contact with 
the Probation and Welfare Service and Experience of Community Sanctions prior to Custodial Sentence, 
Probation Service: Dublin. 
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� primary care such as clothing, food, shelter and health;  

� living environment, including behaviour, aggression and coping with peers;  

� personal development, including social skills, education, personal issues, self-esteem, offending 

behaviour, anger management, counselling and therapy, group work as well as one-to-one;  

� and outreach such as home visits, external activities, work programmes, community links and 

aftercare. 

 

Graham (1994)154 defined residential care work in terms of key tasks – maintenance, nurturing and 
therapy, and argued that the first must be performed satisfactorily before nurturing relationships can 
develop and these in turn are a prerequisite to therapy. Time spent with traumatised children doing 
therapy was considered a necessary prerequisite for effective referral to specialist services and to 
support optimum outcomes. 

6.4.3 Multidisciplinary Teamwork 

In the context of multidisciplinary teamwork, Craig et al (1998) focused on the need for emphasis to 
be placed on problem-solving and developmental approaches rather than pure maintenance. They 
also highlighted the need for children to have a balanced and enriching experience of childhood and 
adolescence while in care.  

6.4.4 Principles for Interventions with Children and Families 

Brady et al (2003) identified a set of good practice intervention principles for child and family 
services:155 

 

� The service is ‘whole child’ focused. 

� The service is accessible and attractive. 

� Services are integrated. 

� The service is responsive to need and effective. 

� The service works in a way that is collaborative and strengthening. 

� The service is culturally competent. 

� Staff members are interested and able.  

                                                      
154 Graham, G., 1994, ‘Residential Childcare: An analysis of Activities and Tasks – the Implications for the 
Organisational Design of Residential Childcare Units’, M.Litt. thesis, UCD: Dublin. 
155 Brady, B., Dolan, P., Canavan, J., 2003, Working for Children and Families – Exploring Good Practice, 
Department of Health and Children. 
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Brady et al (2003) present the above principles as a framework with which to identify and illustrate 
good practice across services. They stress that none of the principles exist in isolation but are 
components of a system of effective service provision. It is their intention that service providers take 
the principles and reflect on their application in their own context so that further ideas and 
understanding of what good practice is can emerge. 

6.4.5 Mentoring and Role Modelling  

Gilligan (1999),156 discussing resilience in children in out of home care, and Eustace and Clarke 
(2006),157 discussing young offenders, commented on the importance of supportive informal adult 
relationships, ‘mentors’, in helping a young person to engage with the external environment whether 
through sport, leisure activities or hobbies and to act as a neutral listening ear.  

6.4.6 Leisure, Sport and Hobbies 

Gilligan and Daly (2004) drew attention to the importance of friendship, hobbies and leisure activities 
for children in out of home care. Overall, however, there is relatively little comment in the literature on 
the role that leisure, sport and hobbies can play in the positive development of children and no 
mention of the importance of fun and love. McGranaghan (2007) recommended a review of the use of 
leisure and activity in residential care settings as a core programme component.  

6.4.7 Specialist Interventions 

SCUs are facilities that provide a short-term period of safe and secure care for a young person whose 
behaviour poses a real and substantial risk to his/her health, safety, development and/or welfare 
unless placed in such a unit.  

 

Little (2003)158 reviewed European practice in the provision of support for children in need of 
specialised care and found that the specialist high support model in use in Ireland was not generally 
replicated elsewhere. Instead, other countries provided appropriately skilled and resourced 
mainstream residential or community-based services. Other findings were the implicit danger that as 
services became established the focus shifted away from rehabilitation and towards security. 

 

CSER (2004)159 found that children in special care considered themselves to be incarcerated and 
were therefore unlikely to be receptive to therapy. Other research160 found considerable variability in 
length of stays and mixed views from staff on the most appropriate length of stay in special care. SIS 

                                                      
156 Gilligan, R. 1999, ‘Enhancing the Resilience of Children and Young People in Public Care by Mentoring their 
Talents and Interests’, Child and Family Social Work 1999, 4, pp 187–96. 
157 Eustace, A., Clarke A., 2006, Evaluation of Le Chéile Young Offenders Mentoring Project, Le Chéile: Dublin. 
158 Little, M., 2003, ‘The Use of Specialised Provision for Difficult and Disturbed Young People: Lessons from the 
European Literature’, in Appendix 3, Review of the Need for High Support Care, ERHA: Dublin. 
159 CSER, 2004, The Impact of Placement in Special Care Units, DIT: Dublin. 
160 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special 
Care and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE; Social Information Systems, 2008, 
Review of Special Care Applications, SRSB: Dublin. 
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(2008) questioned the ability of SCUs to do both assessment and therapy in the intended time frame 
of three to six months. 

 

Recent work by Laxton and Laxton (2008) found that one-quarter of all children in residential care 
exhibited characteristics suggesting a need for high support or special care. These included 
numerous previous placements, learning difficulties and psychological and behavioural issues. Survey 
results suggested that where staff had advocated on behalf of these children and they had accessed 
support services, especially psychological support, there was a preference for ‘hanging on’ to the child 
in the mainstream rather than moving them to a specialist care setting. 

6.4.8 Core and Cluster 

Laxton and Laxton (2008) describe a model of care called ‘core and cluster’. It is based on the 
continuum of care concept and interlinked and integrated service provision. The model is like a wheel, 
with residential care (including respite care) at its centre. Leading out from this and into it are spokes 
to and from other parts of the care system, all of which interact with each other. These include special 
care, foster care (including private foster care and respite), specialist clinical provision, intensive 
community-based support (including work with mainstream education), intensive family-based support 
and aftercare (including supported semi-independent accommodation). 

6.4.9 Therapeutic Interventions 

Denton (2006)161 in his review of special care found it difficult to clearly define therapeutic models that 
could usefully inform policy and practice. This was because of the variety of theories that informed 
therapeutic practice in different centres. These included traits of behaviour modification, social 
learning and humanistic theories. Different approaches in different centres could also lead to 
confusion and inconsistency for young people transferred from one centre to another. He found that 
the academic background or persuasion of the manager was an important determinant of the model 
used in a centre. Clinical supervision of therapeutic approaches was highlighted as being very 
important in order to ensure that no harm or abuse to young people occurred. 

 

McGranaghan (2007)162 distinguished between intervention strategies that could be delivered by front-
line care staff and those that need to be delivered by specialist teams. The former could perform 
therapeutic crisis intervention (TCI), life space intervention, behavioural interventions, activity-based 
programmes, collaborative problem-solving and active listening. Specialised interventions might 
include psychotherapy, group therapy, family intervention and life-story work. 

 

McGranaghan presented a comprehensive model for therapeutic intervention during residential stays 
based on international literature. The importance of tailored programmes to address multiple needs in 
a way that would promote healthy psychological development and/or provide a corrective experience 
to that which the child had previously was emphasised. Treatment planning, intervention and 

                                                      
161 Denton, A., 2006, ‘Responding to Risk Behaviour in a Special Care Residential Setting’, MSoc. Sci. thesis, 
UCC. 
162 McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential Care Services, HSE-South. 
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evaluation should involve a professional and goal-oriented approach where the residential intervention 
was specified within an overall care plan for each child. 

 

McGranaghan noted that core components of good practice identified in the international literature 
included a homelike physical environment, qualified staff with appropriate personal characteristics, 
and resourcing and expectations that matched the child’s characteristics. Involvement of the child in 
the planning of interventions was considered essential as was involvement of the parents/carers, with 
both child and parents/carers being viewed as clients. Continuity and communication with the child’s 
community and environment was also important. Psychotherapy on its own was not considered 
sufficient and the group context and interactions the child had needed to be taken into consideration. 
Specific skills training, particularly to develop adaptive skills of self-help, pro-social skills and 
academic skills, as well as behaviour management and control, were core elements of any 
programme.  

 

The therapeutic model put forward by McGranaghan had five components, as follows: 

 

� Containment – to promote physical and psychological safety and well-being. 

� Structure – to organise time and activity. 

� Support – to acquire skills, to provide positive feedback. 

� Involvement – to support the child to actively engage with the social environment and 

relationships. 

� Validation – to help the child understand the connections between emotions, thoughts and actions 

and to provide responses that demonstrate empathy and understanding. 

 

The role of therapeutic crisis intervention is discussed in section 6.7. 

6.4.10 Private Sector Foster Care Provision 

A growing trend in Ireland has been the placement of children with relatives as the main option 
instead of with non-relative foster carers. The participation of relatives in care is discussed in the next 
chapter. The preference in either case is to place the child within their community or as close to it as 
possible. 

 

Professional fostering by private companies is a recent development in Ireland. In their inspection of 
Fostering First Ireland (FFI) and the HSE,163 inspectors reported the reasons why non-statutory foster 
care was being used. These reasons included difficulties that the HSE encountered when sourcing 
carers through its own recruitment campaigns and/or the needs of individual children that, in some 
cases, could not be met or sustained by existing HSE fostering services. 

                                                      
163 SSI, 2007, Inspection of Fostering First Ireland and the Health Service Executive, HIQA: Dublin. 
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FFI is a private company affiliated to Fostering Network U.K. It took its first Irish placement in 2005. It 
assesses families wishing to be part of its network and these are then put forward for approval by the 
HSE. FFI appoints a link worker to the carers and the HSE appoints a social worker to the child and a 
link worker to the foster carer. They prepare and review care plans and supervise the placements. 

 

An inspection of FFI was conducted by the Social Services Inspectorate in 2006. At the time of the 
inspection there were 13 children in 12 FFI placements. The inspectors interviewed the carers of 10 of 
these children and met seven of the young people. They found that carers, under its umbrella, 
provided high-quality child-centred care, facilitated access and worked in partnership with families, 
consulted with children and supported appropriate choices and, generally, had good working 
relationships with social workers. FFI has a complaints procedure and children and carers were aware 
of this but the HSE complaints procedure had not been explained to them. Good practice in the 
recruitment, support and supervision of carers by FFI was evident. However, there were no 
arrangements in place for monitoring care practice and compliance with regulations and standards.  

 

The inspectors were critical of the HSE and how it worked with FFI carers. For example, care planning 
and review was considered poor and visiting of children by social workers was uneven and in some 
cases failed to meet the regulations. High social work staff turnover was evident in some areas. There 
were long delays in accessing specialist services. Significant work was required to formalise working 
arrangements between FFI and the HSE. There were concerns about monitoring placements and of 
inter-area responses to child protection concerns. 

 

The inspectors also voiced concerns about placing children away from their own communities from 
safeguarding, family contact and child care practice perspectives. In addition, while the stated 
intention of the HSE is that placement in private foster care be a short-term measure, the inspectors 
found that in some areas placements would become long-term because no alternatives were 
available.  

 

The inspectors also raised the issue of differential payments to foster carers. FFI paid its foster carers 
a higher rate than the HSE, based on their premise that the children placed with it have ‘special 
needs’. The inspectors concluded that the HSE needed to address special needs in the care planning 
context at a national level. 

 

Kilkelly (2007)164 also comments on some of the above issues from a children’s rights perspective. 
She argues that children in foster care (and residential care) face multiple challenges in the 
vindication of their rights across the spectrum of their lives. To address this situation, Kilkelly 
recommends a greater intensity of effort to prevent children being placed in care in the first instance, 
minimising that placement when it is necessary and ensuring that residential care is a measure of last 
resort. Placing siblings together, minimising changes in placements and supporting contact between 
children in care and their families is essential if alternative care is to be short term and reunification 

                                                      
164 Kilkelly, U., 2007, Barriers to the Realisation of Children’s Rights in Ireland, Ombudsman for Children’s Office: 
Dublin. 
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with families successful. Kilkelly calls for greater communication between the HSE and foster carers 
and others involved in the upbringing and welfare of the child. It is also important to ensure the 
success of the placement. 

6.4.11 Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care 

Another new development is the use of multidimensional treatment foster care (MTFC). This is a 
programme that was developed in the United States to address the needs of young people with 
behavioural issues, most notably those showing signs of delinquency. In Ireland, TimeWise Fostering 
has been established as a partnership between the Daughters of Charity and the HSE to provide 
MTFC and is currently recruiting foster carers.  

 

The focus of MTFC is on making positive changes to the lives of young people through pro-social 
modelling, development of positive living skills, actively supporting school attendance, provision of a 
consistent reinforcing environment with daily structure and close supervision. The MTFC model 
involves a treatment team, led by a supervisor, which provides intensive support and supervision to 
foster carers and children. In the ideal MTFC model, this team includes a therapist, a child skills 
trainer and a link person for daily contact. The model incorporates weekly review meetings with foster 
carers to review progress and to adjust the treatment plan. MTFC also works with parents to develop 
their parenting skills and to prepare for the return of the child. Placements are usually for a defined 
period of time (six to nine months). 

 

Cullen (1997)165 believes that in order to effectively support a foster placement the child must have an 
opportunity to address any painful issues from his/her past. She believes that many children in foster 
care would benefit from a period of psychotherapy. She also states that it is incumbent upon us to 
provide the range of sophisticated services that will facilitate assessment, support and therapeutic 
interventions to children in care. 

6.4.12 Detention 

Under the Children Act, 2001, detention should be a measure of last resort with diversionary 
programmes and alternative sanctions preferred. Sentencing principles to be applied by the Courts 
include age and maturity as mitigating factors as well as the child being able to continue in education, 
training or employment without interruption. The detention school model incorporating care, education 
and rehabilitation is therefore the primary model for cases where detention is unavoidable.  

 

However, some children aged 16 or over are still detained in St. Patrick’s Institution. A new unit in St. 
Patrick’s was opened in 2007 to accommodate 16 and 17 year old boys, which has a multidisciplinary 
team approach, training kitchen, workshop and teaching facilities, and an exercise room.  

 

                                                      
165 Cullen, M., 1997, Supporting the Child in Foster Care. 
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The Integrated Sentence Management system that is being applied throughout the Irish Prison 
Service will also apply to young offenders detained in prison. It will involve individual risk and needs 
assessment leading to care plans and post-release plans. 

 

Laxton (2002) found that young people in detention benefited from social skills training, family 
focussed work, psychotherapy, education and employment opportunities. Laxton argued that children 
having difficulty in a centre needed good quality interventions rather than transfer to another (perhaps 
poor quality) centre.  

 

Hayes and O’Reilly (2007)166 recommended multidisciplinary intervention and development of 
emotional skills programmes and assessment of psychological needs prior to the discharge of 
children from detention.  

6.5 Referral 

There are some references in the literature167 about referral in and out of care services. These were 
mainly in the context of difficulty accessing particular support services (e.g. psychologists) or ensuring 
pathways between different models of care within the care system. There is no discussion on what 
constitutes effective referral practice. 

6.6 Promoting Resilience in Children 

Discussion in the literature on the topic of adversity and resilience does not distinguish between the 
experience of children in out of home care and children placed in detention. 

 

Gilligan has written extensively on the topic of adversity and resilience in children in care. He defined 
resilience as ‘a person faring better than might be expected in the face of serious adversity’.168 Key 
findings from Gilligan and the work of others169 on resilience is summarised in the following 
paragraphs: 

 

� Resilience is not a fixed trait and the young person is an active agent in their own development. 

Gender plays a part in how the young person accesses support or displays resilience, with 

females more likely to seek and access support and to be more resilient in adversity. 

 

                                                      
166 Hayes, J.M., O’Reilly, G., 2007, Emotional Intelligence, Mental Health and Juvenile Delinquency, Juvenile 
Health Matters: Cork. 
167 English , R., 1998, ‘Children received into care in one community care area: a study of their career paths’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002); ERHA Review Group, 2003, Review of the Need for High Support Care, ERHA: Dublin. 
168 Gilligan, R., 2008, ‘Ireland’ chapter in Stein, M., Munro, E. (eds), Young People’s Transitions from Care to 
Adulthood – International Research and Practice. 
169 Greene, S., Kelly, R., Nixon, E., Kelly, G., Borska, Z., Murphy, S., Daly, A., 2008, ‘Children’s Recovery after 
Early Adversity: Lessons from Inter country Adoption, Child Care in Practice 14 (1), 2008, pp. 75–81. 
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� The young person’s social network can be both a source of support and stress. In addition, the 

young person’s social role underpins their sense of identity. Young people in care may have a 

restricted range of socially valued roles, including friendships. Recreational activity may widen 

and strengthen the range of relationships that a young person in care has as well as increasing 

educational attainment. The worlds of education and work, while carrying potential risks for young 

people, also have strong integrative effects. 

 

� Secure attachments give the young person a ‘reliable secure base’. Both formal and informal 

supports are important. Reliance on the former is often as a result of poor access to informal 

support systems. Within care, building informal social support is considered a critical, but often 

neglected, strategic issue.  

 

� The social context is an important factor in resilience, whether this is the care environment, the 

education setting, spare time experiences or work. 

 

� The implications for the care of young people are that carers and social workers have an 

important role to play in cultivating positive attitudes and expectations in the young people that 

they are responsible for. They should work with young people to identify interests and talents. 

They should support the young person in accessing opportunities in recreation and work, serve as 

role models, support initial connections and help sustain relationships and encourage a role for 

other supportive adults in the young person’s life. This requires training for carers, continuous 

professional development and provision of support to them in their caring role.  

 

� The detail of the care-giving process (i.e. rituals, smiles, routines, showing interest and concern, 

etc.) is important. Continuity in care placements was also considered to be important, including 

the sustaining of relationships post-care. 

6.7 Managing Behaviour of Children 

6.7.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

Craig et al (1998) found that a large proportion of children in care had clinically significant emotional 
and behavioural problems, with evidence of multiple trauma. Important risk factors that contribute to 
the development of these problems include experience of or witnessing of violence in the home, and 
substance and/or alcohol abuse by parents. Craig et al recommended the development of 
multidisciplinary teams and new working methods in foster and residential care to address these 
needs and appropriate resourcing in recognition of the complex needs of many children in care. For 



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

59 

children with severe behavioural issues, a challenge was considered to be balancing the provision of 
a safe homely living environment with managing challenging behaviour. 

 

The literature notes the development of TCI as a response to managing challenging behaviour. 
However, there is very little on either its appropriateness or effectiveness in an Irish context. 
Inspection reports and Giller (2003) recommended monitoring, recording and review of the use of TCI 
in HSU. 

 

McGranaghan (2007) advocated the use of TCI in ways that would utilise personal crisis to promote 
the development of the child through increased emotional awareness, insight, problem-solving and 
coping strategies. 

 

The ERHA Review Group (2003) commented on the impact of the use of agency or temporary staff on 
effective management of behaviour in residential settings and the importance of staff being clear on 
their mandate in the areas of control, restraint and self-defence.  

 

At a national level, best practice guidelines on the use of physical restraint were developed for 
residential settings in response to concerns over its use and the absence of common guidelines 
voiced by practitioners.170 The guidelines focus on balancing children’s rights with the need to be 
protected from harm. Physical restraint should be considered a last resort and a safety intervention, 
not part of behaviour management or compliance. The guidelines also identify the core elements of 
ICMPs but do not specify that they should be developed. 

 

Kelleher et al (2000) recommended the piloting of different approaches to what works in managing 
challenging behaviour and the sharing of good practice between HSE areas and between them and 
residential settings.171 

 

The literature recommended special training for foster carers in crisis management and managing 
challenging behaviour and provision of support to deal with placement crisis and breakdown.172 

6.7.2 Children in Detention  

A review by Smith (2004)173 of critical incidents in a children detention school found that while the 
content of TCI was relevant, the use of TCI restraints was not suitable for all children. Smith 

                                                      
170 SRSB, Best Practice Guidelines in the Use of Physical Restraint (Child Care: Residential Units), SRSB: 
Dublin. 
171 Kelleher references a model outlined by Gogarthy in the Northern Area as an effective approach. Gogarthy, 
H., 1995, ‘The Implications of the Child Care Act for Working with Children in Care’, in Ferguson, H., Kenny, P. 
(eds), On Behalf of the Child: Child Welfare, Child Protection and the Child Care Act 1991, A and A Farmar: 
Dublin. 
172 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin; Gilligan (1996 (b)); SSI (2007 and 2008). 
173 Smith, J., 2004, ‘The Outcome of a three month Review of Critical Incidents at Trinity House School’, 
conference paper, SRSB Network Conference: ‘Positive Approaches to Challenging Behaviour’, SRSB: Dublin. 
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recommended managing the times of admission and discharge, as these were when the highest 
number of incidents occurred, structuring of young people’s free time and differentiating between 
individual crisis management plans (ICMPs) and managing challenging behaviour. Cawdry (2004)174 
also noted confusion over the use of ICMPs.  

 

Accessing services for children with emotional or behavioural issues or with addictions was raised as 
a constraint.175 Given the prevalence of psychological and emotional difficulties with young people in 
detention, Hayes and O’Reilly (2007) recommended specialist training for staff. They recommended 
that this should include training on recognising symptoms, understanding the interplay of disorders 
and behaviours, implementing strategies to manage problems, and psycho-education on intellectual 
disabilities and problems associated with cognitive deficits. 

6.8 Placement Breakdown 

6.8.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

The literature176 comments on the negative impact of placement breakdown on already vulnerable 
children and there were calls for more research in this area.  

 

Kelleher et al (2000) found that just over half of the children leaving HSE care did so because of a 
placement breakdown or because the young person absconded from the placement.  

 

Kelleher et al found that inappropriate placement was linked to unavailability of suitable places or 
services such as drug treatment, mental health places and therapeutic services and was a primary 
cause of placement breakdown. Other contributory factors to placement breakdown were personal 
identity issues, unresolved anger and a search for increased autonomy by the young person.  

 

The impact of placement breakdown included isolation, increased insecurity, anxiety and anger, 
findings confirmed by other research.177 Kelleher et al estimated that one-third of their HSE sample 
had been inappropriately placed.  

 

Lally (1991)178 described factors contributing to foster placement breakdown. These included the 
child’s early experiences, attachments and behaviours, ages of other children in the foster family, the 

                                                      
174 Cawdry, S., 2004, ‘Child Physical Restraint – Observations from an Audit’, conference paper, SRSB Network 
Conference, ‘Positive Approaches to Challenging Behaviour’, SRSB: Dublin. 
175 English , R., 1998, ‘Children received into care in one community care area: a study of their career paths’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002). 
176 Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin; McGranaghan, M., 2007, A 
Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential Care Services. Summary of Discussion Document, HSE; Emond, 
R., 2002, Learning from their lessons. A study of young people in residential care and their experiences of 
education, Children’s Research Centre, TCD: Dublin. 
177 Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin. 
178 Lally, V., 1991, ‘A study of fostering breakdown with a procedures manual for handling fostering breakdown’, 
in Buckley, H. (2002). 
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experience of the foster carers and unforeseen difficulties such as marital breakdown. Lally used an 
action research methodology to develop a procedures manual for handling placement breakdown. 
This included the team relationship with foster carers, listening to all stakeholders involved, 
assessment, acknowledging difficulties, responding quickly, allocating separate social workers for the 
child and for the foster carers, informing birth parents, meeting with relevant stakeholders to plan for 
the future and provision of support post-breakdown. 

6.8.2 Children in Detention 

Nearly 30% of children in the Kelleher et al (2000) sample who left children detention schools did so 
by absconding, or returned to another special school or were sent to another place of detention. 
Kelleher et al estimated that nearly one-quarter of their special school sample had been 
inappropriately placed, i.e. the placement was not in tune with their needs. 

6.9 Leaving Care, Aftercare and Reintegration 

6.9.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

Leaving care is an important transition for young people. The Child Care Act, 1991, however, does not 
provide a statutory basis for the provision of aftercare. 

 

Grossman (1994)179 confirmed international findings that the feelings of insecurity and anxiety 
experienced by many children in care are exacerbated when moves are unplanned. He also found 
that while foster parents were tolerant of unplanned moves, they were highly critical of missing or 
incorrect information impacting on their ability to help the child settle in, a theme which emerges in 
other research.180 The involvement of the child’s birth family in moves in and out of placement was 
considered important by foster carers and children. 

 

Young people leaving care are effectively homeless and have to register as such in order to get rent 
allowance. Seymour and Costello (2005) and Kelleher et al (2000) found strong links between 
homelessness and care and/or crime. They181 recommended provision of a range of care options for 

                                                      
179 Grossman, P., 1994, ‘A study of the process of emergency reception into care for children’, in Buckley, H. 
(2002). 
180 Connolly, S., 1997, ‘A Review of Placements within the Eastern Health Board Centralised Emergency Carers 
Project October 1992–January 1994’, Irish Journal of Social Work Research 1 (1), 1997, pp. 36–52; Maguire, R., 
1992, ‘A study of foster placement decisions made by the Fostering Case Committee, Mayo Committee Care, 
Western Health Board’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
181 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin; Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, 
A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and 
Educational Research, DIT: Dublin; Seymour, M., Costello, L., 2005, A Study of the Number, Profile and 
Progression Routes of Homeless Persons before the Court and in Custody, Department of Justice, Equality and 
Law Reform and the Probation Service: Dublin. 
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those leaving care or custodial settings when returning to their families was not viable or appropriate. 
The use of positive sentence management to support reintegration was also proposed.182 

 

The literature183 found that contact with social workers lessened significantly within two years of 
leaving care. Some of the literature comments on the impact of high social work caseloads and that 
this might be a contributory factor.184 Others185 note that declining contact is inevitable and should not 
be an issue, provided that this has been explained to the young person and they have also been 
made aware that support is available if they seek it out. 

 

Craig et al (1998) considered that aftercare was a neglected component of care planning and the 
absence of support for children leaving care effectively undermined the work that had taken place 
while they were in care. Care staff who participated at an SRSB workshop (2004) felt they were not 
adequately supported when it was time to move the young person on and this impacted negatively on 
the provision of an effective service. 

 

Hanlon and Riley (2004) were critical of exit planning and preparation for children in special care and 
the negative impact of inadequate placement resources to facilitate effective discharge and 
inadequate preparation resulting in subsequent placement breakdown. They found that aftercare 
plans were in evidence for only 60% of 15 children in residence in SCU at the time of their research. 
Criteria for admission to special care now require that a discharge plan is put in place for the child. 
This plan should identify subsequent placement and the personnel responsible for actioning the plan. 

 

Minogue (1995)186 found that less than half of her sample of children in residential care had been 
prepared for independent living, i.e. living on their own in the community in, for example, rented 
accommodation. 

 

Houghton et al (2001)187 noted the frequent lack of adequate aftercare in their research into the 
relationship between those children and young people leaving institutional care, and deprivation and 
homelessness. The social workers that they surveyed reported that 53% of the 49 young people that 
they tracked after leaving care were not getting the aftercare support which they needed, 

 

                                                      
182 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin ; NESF, 2002, ‘Reintegration of Prisoners’, 
Forum Report Number 22, NESF: Dublin. 
183 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin; Nee, L., 1999, ‘Where do I go from here? The 
Young person’s experience of aftercare’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
184 O’Connor, P., 1992, ‘’Child Care Policy: A Provocative Analysis and Research Agenda’, Administration 40 (3), 
1992, pp. 200–19; Connolly, S., 1997, ‘A Review of Placements within the Eastern Health Board Centralised 
Emergency Carers Project October 1992–January 1994’, Irish Journal of Social Work Research 1 (1), 1997, pp. 
36–52. 
185 Nee, L., 1999, ‘Where do I go from here? The Young person’s experience of aftercare’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
186 Minogue, V., 1995, ‘Aftercare – the identification of the optimum aftercare service for a residential childcare 
centre’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
187 Houghton, F., Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., 2001, Children out of Home in Ireland.  
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Mangan (1998)188 recommended provision of transitional housing and supported lodgings as part of a 
package to support young people in the transition from care to independent living. The use of Bed and 
Breakfasts as supported lodging was criticised and conversion of appropriate foster placements into 
supported lodgings was considered to be a better alternative. 

 

O’Higgins (1996)189 highlighted the importance of supervision and support for parents of children who 
leave care and subsequently return home. 

 

In the context of foster care, Kelleher et al (2000) recommended provision of resources to support 
post-care meetings with young people, recognition of the role of foster carers in aftercare and the 
introduction of a befriending allowance to cover basic expenses and special provision for young 
people with special needs who remained with foster carers after the age of 18. They also 
recommended the provision of a range of accommodation options and supports for young people to 
move into after leaving care, a common theme in the literature. 

6.9.2 Children in Detention 

Aftercare is considered an important part of reintegration for children coming out of care in whatever 
setting, but particularly for those who have been in detention, although this is not compulsory under 
the Children Act, 2001.190  

 

Hally (1999)191 recommended aftercare as a statutory provision and more preparation of young 
people before leaving detention centres and provision of support to them through shared responsibility 
of professionals before, during and after the transition period.  

 

Step-down provision from detention centres was recommended as part of a continuum of aftercare.192 
Two children detention schools have step-down facilities and aftercare programmes but Kelleher et al 
(2000) noted a need for greater support for children in the community on leaving care and for 
specified budgets in health boards to cover aftercare outreach and resettlement work. Kilkelly (2006) 
recommended greater attention to the area of preparing young people to return to their community 
and evaluating the work in this regard. The absence of legislative requirements to provide aftercare 
was criticised. 

                                                      
188 Mangan, B., 1998, ‘An examination of the necessity for the development of supported lodgings schemes’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002). 
189 O’Higgins, K., 1996, Disruption, Displacement, Discontinuity: Children in Care and their Families in Ireland, 
Avebury: Aldershot. 
190 Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. Tough Lives, Rough Justice, Chapter 7, ‘Young People in 
Detention’, Irish Academic Press; Seymour, M., Costello, L., 2005, A Study of the Number, Profile and 
Progression Routes of Homeless Persons before the Court and in Custody, Department of Justice, Equality and 
Law Reform and the Probation Service: Dublin; Seymour, M., 2006, ‘Transition and Reform: Juvenile Justice in 
the Republic of Ireland, in International Handbook of Juvenile Justice, pp. 117–44, Springer Academic 
Publications. 
191 Hally, S., 1999, ‘A study of the perspectives of former service users and their carers’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
192 Hally, S., 1999, ‘A study of the perspectives of former service users and their carers’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
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6.10 Crisis Intervention and Out of Hours 

Research into emergency care situations193 found that placement decisions in emergency care tended 
to be not as carefully considered as for longer-term care. This possibly reflected the urgency of these 
cases. The placement needs of some groups were not met immediately (particularly older young 
people) and preferred placement options were not always available (sometimes leading to 
inappropriate placement and subsequent placement breakdown). Provision of accurate information 
was considered to be a key requirement to facilitate good decision making for any placement, but 
particularly in emergency care situations. This included the provision of information to prospective 
carers. 

 

A review of the Eastern Health Board’s Emergency Carer’s Project for children in crisis for the years 
1992–1994 by Connolly (1997) found that half of the placements were successful and half were not. A 
significant factor in those that were unsuccessful was their streetwise behaviour. After placement in 
the Project, 26% moved on to the out of hours service/B&B/ or no fixed abode (i.e. effectively they 
were homeless), 24% moved to residential care, 15% returned home, 10% stayed with a relative and 
8% were placed in foster care. The final 18% returned to previous placements.  

 

Connolly (1997) noted the impact of large general social work caseloads and recommended provision 
of specialised adolescent posts within community care teams allied with early intervention and 
community-based prevention. Ongoing monitoring of the effectiveness of crisis interventions was also 
recommended. 

 

The HSE-East Out of Hours Service (Crisis Intervention Service) provides children aged under 18 in 
crisis with access to services when other services or options are exhausted or closed. A review of the 
service194 found that there was a need for such type of intervention, but the focus should very much 
be on targeting newly homeless young people rather than those who had been homeless for some 
time. A criticism of the service was that newly homeless young people have to go through a Garda 
station to access the out of hours service (young people already known to OHS could gain direct 
access to the centre run by the Salvation Army).195 

 

                                                      
193 Connolly, S., 1997, ‘A Review of Placements within the Eastern Health Board Centralised Emergency Carers 
Project October 1992–January 1994’, Irish Journal of Social Work Research 1 (1), 1997, pp. 36–52; Maguire, R., 
1992, ‘A study of foster placement decisions made by the Fostering Case Committee, Mayo Committee Care, 
Western Health Board’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Mayock, P., Vekic, K., 2006, Understanding Youth Homelessness 
in Dublin City. Key findings from the first phase of a longitudinal cohort study, Children’s Research Centre, TCD: 
Dublin and the Office of the Minister for Children: Dublin; Grossman, P., 1994, ‘A study of the process of 
emergency reception into care for children’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
194 Social Information Systems, 2002, Report of the Review Group on Crisis Intervention Service for Children, 
Northern Area Health Board: Dublin. 
195 Mayock, P., Vekic, K., 2006, Understanding Youth Homelessness in Dublin City. Key findings from the first 
phase of a longitudinal cohort study, Children’s Research Centre, TCD: Dublin and the Office of the Minister for 
Children: Dublin. 
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There were calls from the Social Services Inspectorate for the HSE to establish out of hours support 
for foster carers.196 One inspection found that some link workers made themselves available to foster 
carers outside of normal office hours. However, this was not formalised, nor was it available to all 
carers and, most notably, it was not available to relative foster carers who had not been assessed by 
the HSE.197 That said, Fostering First Ireland (FFI) offer 24-hour support to their foster carers. 

6.11 Quality and Effectiveness of Practice 

6.11.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

Brown et al (1998)198 is one of the few sources to discuss a framework for assessing quality and 
effectiveness of residential care practice. This includes twelve indicators of success as follows: 

 

� The young person feels cared for. 

� The environment is warm and friendly. 

� Young people like to receive visitors. 

� Staff have pride in the work 

� Staff have aspirations in the context of their work 

� There is a low rate of staff sick leave. 

� There is a low rate of absconding. 

� There is effective use of space. 

� There are comprehensive care plans. 

� The manager provides direction. 

� Young people have a say. 

� Staff members are consulted.  

 

Emond (2002)199 offered some insight into effective residential care practice by describing how staff 
should interact with children in care. This included a willingness to establish quality and in-depth 
relationships and an ability to work with the ‘whole’ child, i.e. all aspects of the child’s life and not just 
those immediately pertaining to their care. Workers need to provide practical help and support and to 
allow children to express their concerns or fears in a safe and supportive environment. Good 

                                                      
196 SSI 2007, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Meath Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin; SSI, 2008, 
Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
197 SSI, 2008, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
198 Brown et al, 1998, Making Residential Care Work: Structure and Culture in Children’s Homes. 
199 Emond, R., 2002, Learning from Our Lessons – A Handbook written by Young People in Residential Care 
about our Experiences of Secondary School, The Children’s Research Centre, TCD. 
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relationships with families and other people who work with the child are very important. The care 
worker should hold regular discussions with the child on why they are in care. They should nurture the 
child’s talents and encourage the child to feel a sense of pride and to share and articulate this. 

 

The number of inspections of foster care settings to date has been very small (three), so it is not 
possible to derive general statements of practice at this time. However, the inspectors did find 
generally high standards of care provided by dedicated and committed foster carers. The majority of 
children expressed contentment with their placement, had friends, were involved in sport and 
community activities, felt a part of the foster family and understood why they were in placement. 

 

6.11.2 Children in Detention  

Laxton (2002)200 identified good practice in respect of children detention schools as being: 

  

� Adequate systems to ensure sound strategic and service planning. 

� Clear statement of purpose and function for places of detention for children. 

� Involvement of other agencies in developing such statements of purpose and function. 

� Promotion of a positive care culture. 

� Placing the detention setting in the context of an integrated range of provision as success is 

determined as much by what precedes detention as what happens during it. 

� Clear definitions of services requirements, success criteria and process. 

� Thorough needs assessment and care planning. 

� Clear procedures. 

� Ongoing staff support, supervision and training and high staff morale. 

� Development of monitoring, recording, review and evaluation systems. 

� Preparation for leaving care (at least 12 months prior to the event) and provision of aftercare. 

These should be based on the young person’s ability to cope as should the actual time for moving 

on. The roles of staff involved in the moving on process and aftercare should be clear and a 

named link person should be provided to the young person for post-care support. 

 

                                                      
200 Laxton, M., 2002, The Report, Residential Provision for Children under the Auspices of the Department of 
Education and Science: A Preliminary Review, H., Department of Education and Science. 
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Kilkelly (2003)201 examined the role of children detention schools in the light of Laxton’s (2002) review 
of residential provision for children under the auspices of the Department of Education and Science. 
This review revealed a lack of clarity about the optimum roles of schools, the lack of an overall 
integrated strategic plan and weakness and shortfalls in existing childcare provision. Kilkelly 
advocates that international law offers guidance on how to address the criticisms outlined in that 
review. She believes that the Children Act, 2001 provides an excellent opportunity to evaluate current 
systems and to revise practice and policy in line with best practice international standards. Examples 
of such standards include the right of every child who is deprived of liberty to maintain regular contact 
with his/her family and that the juvenile justice system be based on the principles of re-education and 
reintegration, as well as the development among young offenders of a sense of responsibility and 
respect for the rights of others. 

6.12 Key Chapter Findings 

Needs Assessment 

� The literature emphasises the importance of providing continuity, stability and supportive contexts 

for children in out of home care or children in detention.  

� Emphasis is placed on the need for services to adapt to meet the needs of children rather than 

children fitting into services or service structures. 

� A number of gaps in service provision were identified in the literature. These include access to 

specialist support services and therapeutic services (psychiatric and psychologists).  

� Some authors argued for the need for fostering services for children with special needs.  

� Services for children with a combination of complex issues such as cross-addiction, special 

education needs and challenging behaviour were considered inadequate and could result in the 

total exclusion of certain children.  

� Inclusion is a theme that is implicit in the literature but not one that is drawn out, particularly in 

terms of good inclusion practice and effective strategies and approaches. 

 

Care Planning 

The literature indicates that there is room for improvement in care planning and key-working and 
draws attention to the following: 

� ensuring that every child has a worker 202 assigned to them; 

� ensuring that every child has a care plan203 developed for them; 

� ensuring quality implementation of care plans; 

                                                      
201 Kilkelly, U., 2003, ‘Children Detention Schools: Learning From International Best Practice’, Irish Criminal Law 
Journal, Volume 13, No. 2, 2003. 
202 ‘Worker’ can be a social worker or key-worker. 
203 ‘Care plan’ may be a statutory care plan or a placement plan. 
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� providing all foster carers with written contracts to provide foster care; 

� passing relevant information between professional and non-professional carers and between 

different parts of the care system; 

� including parents and children in the care planning process and the review process in meaningful 

ways; 

� and ensuring that exit planning is a regular and effective element of care planning and 

implementation. 

 

The literature identifies the following as being important to improving current services: 

� involving higher levels of management in decision making; 

� maintaining the child in the same school;  

� minimising the number of placements through better needs assessment, better selection of care 

settings for each individual and improved application of placement criteria;  

� improving care planning;  

� managing transitions better;  

� facilitating family contact and preserving links with siblings and community;  

� supporting the development of social networks by the young person; 

� and sharing responsibility between relevant agencies and support structures. 

 

Models of Care and Therapeutic Intervention 

� The literature emphasises the need for early intervention and preventative work to eliminate the 

need for out of home care or detention or, at least, to minimise negative outcomes arising from 

children being taken into care or detention. 

� Descriptions of residential models of care include four components: primary care, the living 

environment, personal development and outreach. 

� Multidisciplinary teamwork was considered to be an important component of care work, both for 

children in out of home care and for children in detention. 

� A ‘core and cluster’ model was put forward as a way to ensure a continuum of care that was 

interlinked and integrated. 

� The literature was critical of SCU as an intervention. The research found that some children 

considered themselves to be incarcerated, there was considerable variability in lengths of stay, 

and the ability of SCU to carry out assessments and therapy in the intended three to six month 
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period was questioned. It was also difficult to identify therapeutic models that could usefully inform 

policy and practice. 

� The literature presents a model of therapeutic intervention for children in residential care that was 

based on international findings. It emphasised treatment planning, intervention and evaluation as 

part of a goal-oriented approach. 

� Inspection reports are the main source of information on private foster care provision, a relatively 

new departure in Ireland. The standard of care provided was deemed to be of high quality but 

concerns were raised over the HSE’s management and monitoring of private foster care 

placements. 

� Multidimensional treatment foster care (MTFC) is a programme developed in the United States to 

address the needs of young people with behavioural issues, most notably those showing signs of 

delinquency. MTFC is a new fostering programme recently introduced to Ireland. As yet there 

have been no reviews or assessments of this model of care. 

 

Referral 

� There were some references to referral in and out of care services but no discussion of what 

constitutes effective referral practice. 

 

Promoting Resilience 

� Promoting resilience in children in out of home care was considered to be an important 

component of care planning. 

� The formation of secure attachments, positive expectations, planning and continuity in care 

placements were important in the context of children in out of home settings. 

 

Managing Behaviour 

� The literature found that a significant proportion of children in out of home care and in detention 

had significant emotional and behavioural problems. 

� Therapeutic crisis intervention (TCI) was noted as a response to managing challenging behaviour 

but there was little comment on its appropriateness or effectiveness in an Irish context. Confusion 

over the use of individual crisis management plans (ICMPs) was noted. 

� Training of carers and piloting of different approaches to managing behaviour were advocated. 
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Placement Breakdown 

� Contributory factors to placement breakdown identified by the literature included unavailability of 

suitable placements, unavailability of specialist services, personal identity issues, attachments, 

behaviour and early childhood experiences. 

� The impact of placement breakdown identified included isolation, insecurity, anxiety and anger. 

 

Leaving Care, Aftercare and Reintegration 

� Aftercare is considered an important component of reintegration for children coming out of care or 

detention. 

� Research indicated that contact with social workers lessened significantly within two years of 

leaving care. 

� Inadequate preparation for leaving care or detention and lack of transitional options were 

considered to be contributory factors to poor outcomes post-care or -detention and increased the 

risk of homelessness. 

� While the literature comments on the need to develop prevention and early intervention as well as 

aftercare, there is not much guidance on how to translate this into effective practice or 

approaches.  

 

Crisis Intervention and Out of Hours 

� The literature recommended that crisis intervention services should focus on newly homeless 

young people. 

� Ongoing monitoring of the effectiveness of such services was considered necessary. 

 

Quality and Effectiveness of Practice 

� The audit points to limited research from outside the academic community, particularly the 

statutory sector. Much of the literature has an academic focus, with limited everyday operational 

or service relevance.  

� There is therefore a disconnection between the majority of the research and the translation of 

research findings into practice on the ground.  

� Discussion tends to focus on practice problems or issues rather than identifying what constitutes 

good practice and what works.  

� In addition, the focus of discussion is mainly in the context of children in residential care (including 

HSU and SCU). There is very little discussion of these topics in the context of the largest segment 

of care, i.e. foster care, or children in detention. 
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� For example, discussions about relationships with staff and carers focus on child protection and 

welfare issues with the importance of forming secure attachments noted but not fully explored. 

The importance of fun and love is not addressed.  

� Because the majority of the literature is not evaluative, the information on efficiency, effectiveness 

and value for money is limited.  

� What little there is on effectiveness is mainly in the context of the impact of the availability or 

otherwise of transitional or step-down placement options.  

� Value for money is only touched on in the context of the asserted potential for certain options to 

be more cost effective (e.g. community-based interventions, resourcing mainstream residential 

care to address the needs currently catered for in HSU and SCU). However, no quantitative data 

is presented to support these claims.  

� Inspection reports are the main source of commentaries on efficiency in terms of practice and the 

quality of provision but there is limited focus on the adequacy of resources or effectiveness in 

deploying resources and none on cost or outcomes. 

� The discussion in the literature about the professionalisation of caring is interesting. It suggests 

that this pattern combined with different value systems is a challenge in terms of interpersonal 

relationships, working with unpaid carers, teamwork involving different types of care professionals 

and inter-agency working.  
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7 PARTICIPATION 

7.1 Chapter Introduction 

While there has been much discussion over the years about the importance of participation, it is only 

in recent years that explorations of what precisely this means and how it can be translated into 

practice has occurred. Under Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNCRC), every child has the right to express his or her views on all matters affecting him or her and 

to have these views given due weight in accordance with the child’s age and maturity. This chapter 

presents the findings from the literature about participation by children, their families and relatives in 

the care process. 

7.2 Complaints Procedures 

7.2.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

Much of the focus in the literature regarding participation by children was on the right to complain. 

Concerns have been expressed about the absence of independent complaints procedures for children 

in foster care.204  

 

Recommendations were made around the need for the care system to recognise the right of young 

people in care to participate in the development of care plans, review meetings and to make 

complaints.205 Kilkelly and Donnelly (2006)206 point out that the duty to listen to children is a legal one 

and that facilitating the participation of children in decisions concerning them has many social, political 

and, in the case of healthcare, therapeutic advantages. They make recommendations to address the 

obstacles and challenges that exist to listening to children in the healthcare setting that include a 

public information campaign, training of staff, development of protocols and identification and 

dissemination of best practice. 

 

                                                      
204 SSI, 2008, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in Dublin South West Local Health Area, Report No. 215, 
HIQA: Dublin. 
205 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin; SSI, 2008, Inspection of the HSE Fostering 
Service in Dublin South West Local Health Area, Report No. 215, HIQA: Dublin. 
206 Kilkelly, U., Donnelly, M., 2006, The Child’s Right to be Heard in the Healthcare Setting; Perspectives of 
Children, Parents and Health Professionals, Office of the Minster for Children: Dublin. 



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

73 

7.2.2 Children in Detention 

Concerns have been expressed about the absence of independent complaints procedures for children 

in detention.207 There were some signs of development and change in this regard based on the work 

of the Ombudsman for Children’s Office.208 The Ombudsman for Children was contacted during 2007 

by a number of children in secure care, remand and detention. While their issues were broadly similar 

to children in care, particular concerns were raised by them regarding the availability of a placement 

when they leave secure care and the suitability of that placement.  

7.3 Involvement of Children in Care Planning and Reviews  

Discussion in the literature on the involvement of children in care planning and review is held mainly in 

the context of children in residential care. 

 

There have been some concerns about the inclusion of children in meaningful ways in care and 

education planning and review meetings.209 While children may be included in review meetings, there 

was some evidence that they felt their views were not taken on board and more needed to be done to 

ensure that they were properly prepared to take part in review meetings and care planning. For 

example, Craig et al (1998) called for systems to be put in place at all levels to ensure that the voice 

of young people is heard and its importance recognised. They advocated the inclusion of children’s 

views in the design and planning of service provision. McGree et al (2006)210 made a set of 

recommendations on how to ensure that young people have a say in their care reviews. These 

included social workers explaining the purpose and process of review meetings to children, talking to 

the child about their wishes, consistency in the preparation of children to take part in review meetings, 

and supporting attendance by the child. 

7.4 Parental and Sibling Involvement 

Discussion in the literature on parental and sibling involvement was mainly in the context of foster 

care and residential care. 

                                                      
207 Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. Tough Lives, Rough Justice, Chapter 7, ‘Young People in 
Detention’, Irish Academic Press. 
208 Annual Report of the Ombudsman for Children’s Office (2007). www.oco.ie. 
209 Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. Tough Lives, Rough Justice, Chapter 7, ‘Young People in 
Detention’, Irish Academic Press; Tighe, A., 1993, ‘The views of ten young people in the care of the Western 
Health Board’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Comerford, R., 1993, ‘The shared rearing project with survey of Traveller 
children as reported in care in 1992’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Murphy, M., 1999, ‘Review of Reviews’, in Buckley, 
H. (2002). 
210 McGree, S., Leonard, K., McEvoy, P., Brown, T., McCormack, D., 2006, Having a Say in Care Reviews: A 
Study of Children in Foster Care, Athlone Institute of Technology and the HSE. 
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7.4.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

Participation by parents and carers was also raised as an issue, generally in the context of their non-

inclusion in key decision-making processes211 or the impact of out of home care on the child and birth 

family relationship.212  

 

Some children lose contact with their families while in out of home care, despite international evidence 

that parental contact is important to the child’s self-esteem, sense of identity and coping skills. The 

literature also noted that contact with children in care tended to be mainly with mothers,213 and some 

advocated stronger efforts to engage fathers.214 Frequency of contact between children in care and 

birth parents also appeared to decline with the age of the child.215 

 

The research highlighted children’s desire to return to their families.216 Some of the literature 

recommended placement as close to home as possible to support maintenance of contact with family 

and friends217 and reintegration back into the community.218. Others recommended explicit eliciting of 

the views of children on the way contact with families was managed and arranged.219 

 

                                                      
211 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin; The absence of foster 
carers in section 47 decisions was discussed by Horgan, R., 2002, ‘Foster Care in Ireland’, 2002, Irish Journal of 
Applied Social Studies, 3 (1), 2002, pp. 30–50. 
212 O’Higgins, K., 1993 (b), Family problems: Substitute care, Economic and Social Research Institute: Dublin; 
Gallagher, S., 1995, ‘Parents, families and access to children in care: The implications of the Child Care Act 
1991’, in Ferguson, H., Kenny, P. (eds), On Behalf of the Child: Professional Perspectives on the Child Care Act 
1991, pp. 121–44, A and A Farmar: Dublin; O’Sullivan, E., 1998, ‘Census Data: Overview of children in the care 
of the RSM and staff profile’, pp. 138–44, in Clarke, M., Lives in Care: Issues for Policy and Practice in Children’s 
Homes, 1998, Congregation of the Sisters of Mercy and the Children’s Research Centre: Dublin. 
213 Buckley, H., 1998, ‘Filtering out fathers: the gendered nature of social work in child protection’, Irish Social 
Worker 16 (3), pp. 7–11; O’Doherty, C., 1991, ‘Improving access arrangements in a community care social work 
department’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Dyas, M., 1998, ‘Kids speak about access: ascertaining children’s views 
about contact with their families’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
214 O’Regan, N., 1994, ‘Evaluating the implications for practice of access under section 37, Child Care Act, 1991’, 
in Buckley, H. (2002); O’Neill, E., 1997, ‘A study of access/contact arrangements of children in long-term foster 
care from Offaly region with a) their parents and b) their siblings in care in a different placement’ in Buckley, H. 
(2002). 
215 O’Higgins, K., 1996, Disruption, Displacement, Discontinuity: Children in Care and their Families in Ireland, 
Avebury: Aldershot. 
216 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin; Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, 
A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and 
Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
217 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
218 Eustace, A., Clarke, A., 2006, Review of Young Person’s Probation Residencies, Probation Service: Dublin. 
219 Dyas, M., 1998, ‘Kids speak about access: ascertaining children’s views about contact with their families’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002). 
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Inspections of foster care settings220 raised concerns about the management of birth family 

relationships. This was considered more challenging when the child did not have a designated social 

worker. Contact and/or information about birth parents were found to be very important to children in 

foster care. However, provision of such information was not always available or it was insufficient. The 

inspectors also found that access by birth parents to children placed with relatives was dependent on 

the quality of the relationship between the adults. When the plan was for the child to remain in foster 

care rather than to return home, contact with birth parents tended to diminish irrespective of the child’s 

needs or rights. 

 

Some authors221 advocated the provision of peer group support networks for the parents of children in 

care. Others222 recommended the development of more work by professional care staff with the 

families of young people in care, training for foster carers on providing access by birth families and the 

inclusion of birth parents in decision making about children in care. The use of assessment processes 

and preparation of parents for the return of their child from care were also recommended.  

 

Some evidence223 was provided of positive impacts of including parents in residential work. These 

included better communication and information exchange, greater reassurance for children, parents 

having a greater sense of control, increased motivation by staff to include parents and better 

understanding by staff of family work. 

 

                                                      
220 SSI, 2007, Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Meath Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin; SSI, 2008, 
Inspection of the HSE Fostering Service in the Dublin South West Local Health Area, HIQA: Dublin. 
221 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin; O’Connor, P., 1996, ‘A Support Group for 
Families who have Children in Care: An Evaluative Case Study’, Children and Society 10, 1996, pp. 64–76; 
Fegan, P.J., 1993, ‘Residential child care and parent participation: study of a group in an aftercare centre’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002). 
222 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin; Hally, S., 1999, ‘A 
study of the perspectives of former service users and their carers’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Lynch, D., 1996, ‘The 
involvement of parents/families in the assessment process’, in Buckley, H. (ed.), Child Protection and Welfare: 
Innovations and Interventions, 2002, IPA: Dublin; Fegan, P.J., 1993, ‘Residential child care and parent 
participation: study of a group in an aftercare centre’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Comerford, R., 1993, ‘The shared 
rearing project with survey of Traveller children as reported in care in 1992’, in H. Buckley (2002); Kelly, T., 2000, 
‘The importance of maintaining the cultural identity of Traveller children in settled family foster care’, in Buckley, 
H. (2002); O’Regan, N., 1994, ‘Evaluating the implications for practice of access under section 37, Child Care 
Act, 1991’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Dyas, M., 1998, ‘Kids speak about access: ascertaining children’s views about 
contact with their families’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Hanlon, N., Riley, L., 2004, The Impact of Placement in Special 
Care Unit Settings on the Wellbeing of Young People and their Families, SRSB: Dublin.  
223 Wogan, L, 1992, ‘The practice of including families in residential work in Mount St. Vincent’s Children’s 
Centre; professional and parental perspectives’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Fegan, P.J., 1993, ‘Residential child care 
and parent participation: study of a group in an aftercare centre’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Johnson, E., 1998, 
‘Promoting parental involvement in the protection and welfare of deaf boys in a residential centre’, in Buckley, H. 
(2002). 
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Browne (2002)224 noted relatively sparse literature in relation to the development of birth family and 

host family relationships in foster care, despite the acknowledged difficulty of these relationships and 

their importance in the child’s development and successful placement outcomes. Balancing the rights 

of birth parents with those of foster carers can be fraught.225 

 

The literature also discussed the impact of parental visiting on children in care, including positive 

benefits such as maintenance of attachment bonds226 and negative impacts such as undermining 

foster carers227 as well as the impact on foster carers of dealing with upset children, particularly if 

support is absent.228 Evidence suggested that visiting patterns impacted on the success or otherwise 

of foster placements yet this aspect of the care process was not well monitored, possibly due to heavy 

social work caseloads and staff turnover.229 

 

O’ Neill (1997)230 in a survey of social workers involving 48 cases found that two-thirds of children with 

siblings in care were placed with at least one of these siblings. Three-quarters of siblings in another 

placement had at least monthly and often more frequent contact. This was also the case for frequency 

of maternal access. In a much smaller survey of six children, Dyas (1998)231 found that all of the 

children had contact with their siblings with five of the six having frequent contact, although some 

commented on the tediousness of having to travel to see their siblings. 

 

The SSI inspection of FFI232 found that siblings were placed together wherever possible. In HSE 

foster care services, while siblings were placed together where possible, inspectors were informed by 

social workers of difficulties in finding foster placements for sibling groups of two or more. Inspectors 

were also informed of some challenges in ensuring frequent access with siblings in other placements.  

                                                      
224 Browne, D., 2002, ‘An Evaluation of Foster Parents’ Attitudes Towards Birth Parents’, Irish Journal of Applied 
Social Studies 3 (1), 2002, pp. 84–95. 
225 O’Connor, P., 1996, ‘A Support Group for Families who have Children in Care: An Evaluative Case Study’, 
Children and Society 10, 1996, pp. 64–76. 
226 O’Higgins, K., 1993 (c), Family Problems and Substitute Care, Paper No. 9, Broadsheet Series, Economic and 
Social Research Institute: Dublin.  
227 Browne, D., 2002, ‘An Evaluation of Foster Parents’ Attitudes Towards Birth Parents’, Irish Journal of Applied 
Social Studies 3 (1), 2002, pp .84–95. 
228 Browne, D., Moloney, A., 2002, ‘“Contact Irregular”: a qualitative analysis of the impact of visiting patterns of 
natural parents on foster placements’, Child and Family Social Work 7, 2002, pp. 35–45. 
229 Browne, D., Moloney, A., 2002, ‘“Contact Irregular”: a qualitative analysis of the impact of visiting patterns of 
natural parents on foster placements’, Child and Family Social Work 7, 2002, pp. 35–45. 
230 O’Neill, E., 1997, ‘A study of access/contact arrangements of children in long-term foster care from Offaly 
region with a) their parents and b) their siblings in care in a different placement’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
231 Dyas, M., 1998, ‘Kids speak about access: ascertaining children’s views about contact with their families’, in 
Buckley, H. (2002). 
232 Health Information and Quality Authority, Social Services Inspectorate, 2007, Inspection of Fostering First 
Ireland and the Health Service Executive, www.hiqa.ie. 
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7.4.2 Children in Detention 

Fegan (1993)233 discussed a programme to engage parents in a residential aftercare centre for young 

people in order to prepare them for the return home of their child. Two-thirds of the six sets of parents 

involved engaged with the programme on a regular basis, with mothers attending more consistently 

than fathers. Key issues to emerge were the need for greater communication between the centre and 

parents and provision of support for parents by the centre, especially to address the future 

management of their child upon their return home.  

7.5 Involvement of Men in the Care Process 

Discussion in the literature on the role of men as carers was mainly in the context of professional care 

staff in residential settings. 

 

There is little information in the literature on the role of men as carers. In his review of men in foster 

care, Gilligan (2000 (b)) highlighted the danger of men in foster care situations being marginalised, 

often unintentionally, by social workers and only included in peripheral, inconsequential ways or being 

typecast as potential abusers. It is important to acknowledge the positive role that men play, to include 

men in training and to provide gender-specific components in training. Buckley (1998)234 and O’Regan 

(1994)235 found that in referring potential cases for care the focus of social workers tended to be on 

the ability of mothers to cope, with little reference to fathers. 

 

Kennedy (2000)236 examined the role of men as residential carers. The research findings included a 

downward trend in the number of men working in residential units over the preceding ten years with 

females outnumbering males by two to one. Intake to child care courses of men had also dropped 

sharply. Reasons put forward by male staff to explain this drop included perceptions that it was 

women’s work and an inferior career option as well as fear of abuse allegations. 

 

Given that there are slightly more males in care than females, this is a serious issue. Gilligan’s 

research found that children have different perceptions of the roles played by male and female carers. 

Males were considered to be more authoritarian and to be ‘watching’, while female staff members 

                                                      
233 Fegan, P.J., 1993, ‘Residential child care and parent participation: study of a group in an aftercare centre’, in 
Child Protection and Welfare. Innovation and Intervention, Buckley, H. (2002). 
234 Buckley, H., 1998, ‘Filtering Out Fathers: the gendered nature of social work in child protection’, Irish Social 
Worker 16 (3), 1998, pp. 7–11. 
235

 O’Regan, N., 1994, ‘Evaluating the implications for practice of access under section 37, Child Care Act, 1991’, 
in Buckley, H. (2002). 
236 Kennedy, M., 2000, ‘An exploration of the role of male staff working in residential child care’, in Buckley, H. 
(2002). 
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were considered more open, caring, better listeners and prepared to spend more time with them. 

However, male children expressed a preference for talking to a male member of staff about their 

issues and liked the presence of a male role model. This was confirmed by female staff. 

 

Kennedy (2000) recommended that the training and supervision of male staff should acknowledge 

and challenge some of the stereotypic images of men e.g. perceptions of machismo and authoritarian 

styles. 

7.6 Involvement of Other Relatives 

Discussion in the literature on the involvement of relatives was in the context of foster care, 

particularly kinship foster care. 

 

O’Brien (2000)237 postulated that difficulties in recruiting non-relative foster carers would give rise to 

increased placement of children with relatives. There has in fact been growth in the proportion of 

children placed with relatives since the time of her research. The benefits of relative care were 

considered to be the stability it can give to the child, its fit with policy preferences for placing children 

with families and positive resource implications.238  

 

O’ Brien argues that the beneficial resource implications of using relative foster care are significant for 

both State and family. Resource benefits to the family include a fostering allowance, a medical card 

for the child and a range of discretionary allowances. For the State the positive resource implications 

include reduced recruitment costs and cost savings due to the reduced number of placements per 

child.  

 

                                                      
237 O’Brien, V., 2000, ‘Relative care: a different kind of care – implications for practice’, in Kelly, G., Gilligan, R. 
(eds), Issues in Foster Care, pp. 193–213, Jessica Kingsley Publications: London. 
238 O’Brien, V., 1996, ‘Relative Foster Care – A Family:State Discourse’, paper presented at the annual FTNI 
conference, May 1996. 
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O’Brien highlighted a number of potential constraints. These included the possible negative resource 

implications (e.g. the real cost of caring for a child is not covered by the fostering allowance) and the 

loss of power and control (e.g. privacy for the family). She also commented on poor practice in child 

protection terms in the context of relative foster care as opposed to non-relative foster care.  

7.7 Involvement in Research 

There are increasing examples, in recent times, of children being involved in research and giving their 

feedback and in producing promotional material through participatory methodologies. There are also 

some examples and discussion in the literature of the challenges associated with participatory 

methodologies including the practical aspects of how to engage effectively and ethically with children. 

 

Emond (2002)239  involved young people in residential care (aged between 8 and 18), describing their 

experience of school. The HSE in the Mid West area involved young people in foster care by setting 

up a consumer group pilot project to reflect the importance of listening to young people.240 

Developments at national level through the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs to 

support young people having a voice include Dáil na nÓg and the National Children’s Strategy. The 

work of the Office of the Ombudsman for Children is progressive in this regard with examples 

including the formation of the Youth Advisory Panel and proactive consultation with children around 

the country.  

7.8 Key Chapter Findings 

General Observations 

� Discussions in the literature about participation focus on children in residential care or foster care 

rather than children in detention. 

� While the literature discusses the importance of participation as a right and as good practice, the 

literature does not discuss effective structures to support meaningful participation, nor does it 

identify or provide evidence of outcomes achieved as a result of more participative approaches to 

care. 

 

Complaints Procedures 

� The literature recommended that care services recognise the right of children in out of home care 

to make complaints.  

                                                      
239 Emond, R., 2002, Learning from Our Lessons – A Handbook written by Young People in Residential Care 
about our Experiences of Secondary School, The Children’s Research Centre, TCD. 
240 HSE, 2005, Consumer Panel of Young People in Care: From US 2U. 
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� Concerns were expressed about the absence of complaints procedures for children in detention 

and children in foster care. 

 

Involvement of Children in Care Planning and Review  

� The literature emphasises the importance of meaningful participation by young people in the care 

process.  

� Discussion has progressed from descriptions of complaints procedures to the importance of 

engaging and involving young people in care planning, decision making, reviewing and life 

planning.  

� There was some evidence in the literature that some social workers were still struggling with how 

to achieve this, and training in meaningful engagement and participation of young people was 

recommended. 

 

Parental and Sibling Involvement 

� Participation by parents and non-professional carers was raised as an issue, particularly in 

relation to their involvement, or lack thereof, in care planning decisions.  

� The management of birth-and-host-family and child-and-birth-family relationships was noted as a 

particularly challenging aspect of foster care. Another challenge was finding foster placements for 

two or more siblings.  

 

Involvement of Men in the Care Process 

� The literature on gender roles in care was sparse, despite the importance of gender as an 

influencing and role-modelling component of care or detention. 

 

Involvement of Other Relatives 

� The growth in the provision of foster care by relatives was noted. 

 

Involvement in Research  

� Recent research includes the use of participatory methodologies to obtain the input of children to 

the research process. 
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8 INTEGRATION AND CO-ORDINATION 

8.1 Chapter Introduction 

Integration and co-ordination is increasingly seen as the way forward for many aspects of service 

provision in Ireland and has taken on an added impetus given the challenging economic 

circumstances and reduced resources available. This chapter presents what the literature has to say 

about policy and strategy, inter-agency working, co-ordination of services and the continuum of care 

concept. 

8.2 Policy and Strategy 

A common theme to emerge across all of the literature is concern over the separate operation of 

various facilities without reference to an overarching plan or strategy.241 There were calls for a needs-

led approach to service provision, culminating in the development of a national strategy on care. 

Some of the literature includes detention as part of the discussion of an overarching care system and 

national strategy,242 while some focuses exclusively on out of home care. 

 

The literature does not draw out the detail of what this national strategy might look like. However, 

based on this thematic review, such a strategy is likely to include clearly articulated aims and 

objectives and targets, the identification of the needs of children and families and tailoring of services 

to meet these needs, preventative actions, effective inter-agency working, sharing of good practice, 

adequate resourcing, clearly stated performance indicators and systematic performance monitoring. 

As part of this there were some calls for evaluation of the suitability of a range of approaches and 

types of care.243 

                                                      
241 For example, on detention see Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. Tough Lives, Rough Justice, 
Chapter 7, ‘Young People in Detention’, Irish Academic Press; Laxton, M., 2002, Residential Provision for 
Children under the Auspices of the Department of Education and Science, Department of Education and Science: 
Dublin; on residential care see Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future 
Requirements of Special Care and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE.  
242 For example, Laxton, M., 2002, Residential Provision for Children under the Auspices of the Department of 
Education and Science, Department of Education and Science: Dublin.  
243 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin; Harrison, P., 2009, 
Managing Child Welfare and Protection, Russell House Publishing. 
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8.3 Inter-agency Working 

The need for inter-agency working and greater integration of services was a common theme in the 

literature.244 The CAAB and the IYJS have both acknowledged the need for greater inter-agency co-

ordination and working and the CAAB has recently commissioned research in this area. Facilitating 

inter-agency co-operation is a core strategic objective for the CAAB. There is considerable discussion 

in the literature about the factors that enhance or detract from inter-agency working. Kilkelly (2008)245 

argues that the challenge of effective co-ordination of children’s services has been complicated by the 

proliferation of State agencies. 

8.3.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

The literature246 comments on tensions between social workers, residential care workers and foster 

carers (the majority of whom are unpaid247). The indications are that different value systems, pay 

structures, reporting structures and ways of working pose particular challenges to effective inter-

agency and interpersonal working.  

 

Work by McLoughlin (2000)248 confirmed the general challenges involved in inter-agency working 

identified in the literature. These included misconceptions about roles and responsibilities. Different 

attitudes about discipline and involvement of parents were evident. Poor communication, even of 

basic information, was a common theme. Structural issues (e.g. staff shortages) and absence of 

managerial support sometimes resulted in children not having a social worker allocated to them. The 

research also found that irrespective of what protocols and local arrangements were made, inter-

agency work would be strained when structural factors such as staff shortages or heavy caseloads 

and lack of placement options prevailed. 

                                                      
244 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin; Kelleher, P., Kelleher, 
C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, Oak Tree Press: Dublin in 
association with Focus Ireland: Dublin; SRSB, 2004, ‘Workshop on Developing and Maintaining a New 
Organisation, Conference paper Positive Approaches to Challenging Behaviour’, SRSB: Dublin; Clarke, M., 2004, 
Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin; Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three 
Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care and High Support Provision in Ireland. A 
Strategic Response, HSE. 
245 Kilkelly, U., 2008, Children’s Rights in Ireland: Law, Policy and Practice. 
246 Clarke, M., Lives in Care: Issues for Policy and Practice in Children’s Homes, 1998, Congregation of the 
Sisters of Mercy and the Children’s Research Centre: Dublin; Christie, A., 2003, ‘Unsettling the “social” in social 
work: responses to asylum seeking children in Ireland’, Child and Family Social Work 8, 2003, pp. 223–31; 
McLoughlin C., 2000, ‘An analysis of the working relationship between residential care workers and community 
care social workers’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Connolly, S., 1997, ‘A Review of Placements within the Eastern 
Health Board Centralised Emergency Carers Project October 1992–January 1994’, Irish Journal of Social Work 
Research 1 (1), 1997, pp. 36–52; Montgomery, K., 1994, ‘The training needs of foster parents: the views of foster 
parents in County Donegal’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Maguire, R., 1992, ‘A study of foster placement decisions 
made by the Fostering Case Committee, Mayo Committee Care, Western Health Board’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
247 The allowance paid to foster carers is provision for the child placed with them. 
248 McLoughlin C., 2000, ‘An analysis of the working relationship between residential care workers and 
community care social workers’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
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Factors identified that contributed to successful inter-agency work included the importance of positive 

interpersonal relationships (i.e. absence of unjustified criticism, stereotyping or unrealistic 

expectations, valuing the viewpoint of each other and mutual respect). The need for each group to 

support the other in difficult work and to ensure complementary practice was highlighted. Clarity over 

roles and responsibilities, good communication and appreciation of each other’s work also emerged 

as critical components of success. 

 

Action research by Canny (1993)249 involving inter-agency work between a residential centre and local 

schools found that teachers were unclear about the purpose and function of the residential centre and 

had perceptions that the children in such care were ‘problem’ children. They also felt that care 

workers had unrealistic expectations of the teachers’ capacity to provide a lot of attention to any given 

child.  

 

It was reported that the joint working arrangements and development of a policy document led to 

better understanding by teachers of the children’s educational problems, their care plans, the purpose 

of review meetings, terminology used by the children and better information sharing between them 

and care workers and vice versa. 

 

McLoughlin (2000) recommended development at management level of agreed standards and 

strategies to promote joint work, clear channels of communication and forums to resolve differences 

of opinion and grievances. Inter-agency work should be supported by joint training and professional 

conferences, joint report preparation, and co-working with children and with families. 

 

SIS (2008) noted confusion amongst social workers about the relative roles of the CAAB and the 

National Special Care Admission and Discharge Committee in respect of special care applications, 

particularly when the views of the two bodies differed. They recommended that the HSE and the 

CAAB should meet on an ongoing basis to discuss issues arising from the application process. 

                                                      
249 Canny, P., 1993, ‘Schools and Residential Child Care: A co-operative exploration of policy and practice 
between one residential child care agency and local schools’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
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8.3.2 Children in Detention  

Mainstreaming of policies and procedures across children detention schools and within the youth 

justice system was noted as a welcome development. However, it was considered that further 

consolidation on how children detention schools engage with external agencies was required.250  

 

Kelleher et al (2000) recommended a broad community-based, inter-agency approach to working with 

young people.  

8.4 Links between Services 

8.4.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

Co-ordination and partnership approaches also emerge as themes in the context of assessment and 

care planning, for example in matching the needs of children with the availability and ability of foster 

carers251 and addressing the complex behavioural and other issues of children in care.252  

 

There were calls for better links and co-ordination between different parts of the care system and 

between the care system and other support and therapeutic services.253 For example, Laxton and 

Laxton (2008) called for a review of all child care services (public, private and voluntary) on a regional 

basis in order to reconfigure these services into ‘clusters’ with primary care at the core. One of these 

clusters would cover children in care and all the services they require, including community-based 

responses, family supports, foster care, residential interventions, access to specialist clinicians, 

education, aftercare and respite care. They called for greater co-ordination and planning between 

health, justice, education and employment/training agencies and services to provide supports to 

children in a comprehensive and coherent manner. 

                                                      
250 Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. Tough Lives, Rough Justice, Chapter 7 ‘Young People in 
Detention’, Irish Academic Press. 
251 Department of Health and Children, 2001, Report of the Working Group on Foster Care. Foster Care – A Child 
Centred Partnership, Stationery Office: Dublin; Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, 
ERHA: Dublin. 
252 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
253 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special 
Care and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE; ERHA Review Group, 2003, Review of 
the Need for High Support Care, ERHA: Dublin; Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, 
ERHA: Dublin. 
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8.4.2 Children in Detention 

Under the Children Act, 2001 responsibility for education in children detention schools rests with the 

local vocational education committees (VECs). This is considered a positive step forward in the 

literature as it potentially supports better integration of services, although it could result in loss of 

educational expertise within the detention schools themselves.254 

8.5 Continuum of Care  

8.5.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

Continuum of care is a concept that started to appear in the literature in the late 1990s. There were 

calls for policy, strategy and provision to be developed in the context of a continuum of care rather 

than as discrete packages of care settings255 or to locate different types of care in the context of a 

continuum of care.256 This included calls for needs-led provision, more inter-agency working, 

multidisciplinary teamwork, overarching national strategies and a national co-ordinated approach to 

care.  

 

Some257 commented on the danger of specialist provision being seen as an end in itself. It was 

argued that mainstream services might view the problem as being ‘solved’ when a child was 

transferred to specialist services (e.g. psychiatric care, high support, special care, etc.) rather than it 

being an intervention step on the path of a child’s life.  

 

                                                      
254 Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. Tough Lives, Rough Justice, Chapter 7 ‘Young People in 
Detention’, Irish Academic Press. 
255 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin; Seymour, M., 
Costello, L., 2005, A Study of the Number, Profile and Progression Routes of Homeless Persons before the Court 
and in Custody, Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform and the Probation Service: Dublin; Maguire, A., 
1999, ‘From Care to High Support – the Decision-making Process’, in Buckley, H. (2002); Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 
2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care and High Support 
Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE. 
256 Laxton, M., 2000, The principles and policies underpinning the development of Special Care and High Support 
provision in Ireland, Department of Health and Children: Dublin; Giller, H., 2003, Definition and Usage of High 
Support in Ireland, SRSB: Dublin; ERHA Review Group, 2003, Review of the Need for High Support Care, 
ERHA: Dublin; Hanlon, N., Riley, L., 2004, The Impact of Placement in Special Care Unit Settings on the 
Wellbeing of Young People and their Families, SRSB: Dublin; Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three 
Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special Care and High Support Provision in Ireland. A 
Strategic Response, HSE. 
257 Laxton, M., 1998, On the requirements and necessity for Special Care and High Support Residential Childcare 
Provision in Ireland, Department of Health and Children: Dublin; ERHA Review Group, 2003, Review of the Need 
for High Support Care, ERHA: Dublin. 
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Others258 were critical of the sequential and discrete nature of the current care system based around 

facilities and the absence of continuous supportive care based in the community. The variability of 

management responsibility from one health care area to another for child care was criticised.259 It was 

reported that the development of pathways in and out of mainstream care was necessary and that all 

services need to be viewed as part of a total care system.260 

 

There were calls for greater coherence and integration between residential services, foster care and 

family support services.261 However, the literature does not provide detail on how this might be 

achieved. 

8.5.2 Children in Detention 

The focus of discussion in the literature on the continuum of care concept was mainly in the context of 

children in residential or foster care settings.  

 

Laxton (2002) found that children detention schools had interdependent relationships with health 

services, special care and high support and that this relationship had been mainly driven by crisis and 

pragmatism, rather than meeting needs. He argued that the principles of care applied to all ‘troubled 

and troublesome’ children irrespective of the cause of these children’s difficulties and should all be 

addressed within a continuum of care. He acknowledged that responsibility for the development of a 

national strategy lay with the then National Children’s Office (now the Office of the Minister for 

Children and Youth Affairs) but argued for the need for clear commitment and changes to working 

practices by the Departments of Justice, Equality and law Reform, Education and Science and Health 

and Children to ensure the credible implementation of a national strategy. 

                                                      
258 Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin. 
259 Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin. 
260 Laxton, M., Laxton, R., 2008, Phase Three Consultancy. A Review of the Future Requirements of Special 
Care and High Support Provision in Ireland. A Strategic Response, HSE. 
261 McGranaghan, M., 2007, A Therapeutic Model for Children’s Residential Care Services. Summary of 
Discussion Document, HSE. 
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8.6 Key Chapter Findings  

Policy and Strategy 

� The literature is critical of the discrete operation of various parts of the care system (the silo 

effect) without reference to an overarching plan or strategy.  

 

Inter-agency Working 

� The literature indicates that achieving effective inter-agency co-operation and collaboration is a 

challenge.  

� Factors that contribute to successful inter-agency working were highlighted. These include 

positive interpersonal relationships, mutually supportive structures, complementary practice, 

clarity over roles and responsibilities, good communication and appreciation of each other’s work. 

� There is very little in the literature on the specifics of inter-agency working, i.e. the incremental 

steps and patterns of behaviour necessary to achieve effective alliances and working 

arrangements. There is also little research that demonstrates that integration and inter-agency 

working is effective and yields better outcomes. Intuitively we know that these are potentially good 

things, but the practical steps of how to achieve them have yet to be convincingly conveyed.  

� Evidence on the benefits of inter-agency working is also absent from the literature. 

 

Links between Services 

� There were calls for better links and co-ordination between different parts of the care system and 

between the care system and other support and therapeutic services.  

 

Continuum of Care 

� The literature promotes the adoption of a continuum of care approach that is needs led and 

involves inter-agency working to support the needs of children and carers. The literature suggests 

that the following need improvement: provision of continuous supportive care based in the 

community; development of pathways between care and services; and greater integration of 

different types of care services. Precise details of how these might be achieved were not 

articulated. 
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9 EXPERIENCE OF CHILDREN AND CARERS 

9.1 Chapter Introduction 

There is considerable discussion in the literature about the experience of children in care. The 

literature also often confuses experiences of care with outcomes. The sample sizes are generally very 

small and we must be mindful of this when reviewing the results. This chapter summarises the 

findings from the literature on the experiences of both children in care and those who care for them. 

9.2 Young People’s Experience of Care 

9.2.1 Young People in Care 

Qualitative evidence gathered on the experience of children in care presents both positive and 

negative experiences but there is little critical analysis of the overall experience of care and its impact 

on the lives of children and their families. 

 

Daly (2002)262 in her description of her own foster placements emphasised the importance of 

consistency and access arrangements. Doherty and Horgan (2002)263 captured the sense of 

uncertainty and insecurity that placement and the placement process can bring, particularly if the child 

does not feel listened to. 

 

Craig et al (1998) applied the child behaviour checklist264 to 50 children in residential care and special 

schools and interviewed 20. They found generally positive views by young people of their experience 

of care. Quality relationships with staff were very important to the young people. Where these 

relationships were poor, they contributed to a sense of disempowerment and helplessness. In 

addition, young people felt they had no recourse to anyone else outside their home, care setting or 

school to turn to when they did not get on well with staff or felt they had not been fairly treated. There 

were calls for independent complaints procedures for children in care. The attitude, skill and warmth 

of staff relating to young people were deemed critical to the success or otherwise of any plan for the 

future. This concurs with Gilligan’s findings that the detail of care matters. 

                                                      
262 Daly, C., 2002, ‘My Story’, Irish Journal of Applied Social Studies 3 (1), 2002, pp. 184–7. 
263 Doherty, L,., Hogan, F., 2002, ‘Conversations on Growing up in care’, Irish Journal of Applied Social Studies 3 
(1), 2002, pp. 158–78. 
264 A diagnostic tool that looks at behavioural and emotional functioning in children and young adults devised by 
Achenbach, T. M. and Edelbrock, C. in the Department of Psychiatry, University of Vermont. 
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Tighe (1993)265 interviewed ten children in residential and foster care and compared their 

experiences. Key findings were that children in residential care had more contact with their social 

workers than those in foster care, although the children in both cohorts expressed satisfaction with 

their social workers. Slightly more of the residential children had contact with their families than those 

in foster care. However, for both cohorts there was a noticeable absence of contact with fathers. 

Distance from home was a factor in the frequency of visits by family members to children in residential 

care but not for those with children in foster care. 

 

Emond (2002)266 looked at the experience of 16 young people in residential care. Most had 

experienced a number of placements and multiple changes in schools and had been in care from a 

young age. Many felt that they did not have established supportive relationships with their social 

workers. Emond felt that social workers either needed to take greater responsibility for the 

maintenance of various school arenas in a child’s life or to support care staff to do this.  

 

Emond’s sample also commented on their experience of being in care. Some felt that routines and 

rules made it more difficult for them to get individual attention and help with homework and to talk 

about their daily experience of school. Many appeared very aware of potential outcomes arising from 

their behaviour, commenting that they felt they had to keep themselves in check as they feared their 

behaviour might be misinterpreted. Some felt that being in care had offered them more educational 

opportunities than if they had stayed at home and many commented that their school attendance had 

improved since entering care. 

 

Hanlon and Riley (2004)267 interviewed 19 young people and found that factors impacting on the 

young person’s attitude to special care included the quality of the facilities, routines and structures, 

staff attitudes and treatment, dealing with boredom and perceptions that placement was punishment.  

 

Daly and Gilligan (2005)268 studied the daily lives of young people in long-term foster care, focusing 

on educational, schooling and social supports. The study was based on interviews with 205 foster 

carers and the profiles of 247 young people. The study recommendations included individualised 

                                                      
265 Tighe, A., 1993, ‘The views of ten young people in the care of the Western Health Board’, in Buckley, H. 
(2002). 
266 Emond, R., 2002, Learning from their lessons. A study of young people in residential care and their 
experiences of education, Children’s Research Centre, TCD: Dublin. 
267 Hanlon, N., Riley, L., 2004, The Impact of Placement in Special Care Unit Settings on the Wellbeing of Young 
People and their Families, SRSB: Dublin. 
268 Daly, F. Gilligan, R., 2005, Lives in Foster Care – The Educational and Social Support Experiences of Young 
People aged 13–14 years in long term Foster Care, CRC, TCD. 



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

90 

educational plans for young people in long-term foster care, minimised placement disruption, 

awareness, education and training for carers, preventative strategies for school bullying, the 

promotion of birth family relationships, friendship and hobbies and leisure activities. 

9.2.2 Young People in Detention 

A study of 10 young people who left care in a detention centre by Hally (1999)269 found that they felt 

apprehensive, sad and lonely on leaving detention as well as being glad to regain their freedom. Just 

over half had received advice and support from staff before leaving care about leaving care or 

accessing accommodation or employment and the majority were positive about this support. A 

minority had also been offered ongoing counselling and aftercare.  

 

Most of the young people surveyed by Hally had been living on the streets prior to detention. They 

commented that being in detention had helped to reconnect them to their families. However, on 

leaving care, support from families declined and was generally very low. Staff commented that more 

work with families and community-based supports would help to alleviate the difficulties experienced 

by young people leaving detention who often became dependent as a result of their confinement. 

 

Laxton (2002) found that for young people in children detention schools, school and leisure activities 

were a potential source of pride and self-esteem. 

9.2.3 Young People in Prison 

Seymour and Costello’s (2005)270 survey of 241 prisoners included 55 young people who were in 

children detention schools or prison. Prior to detention, 19.5% had been in residential or foster care, 

14.5% had previously been in a children detention school and 2% had been on remand in St. Patrick’s 

Institution. Two-thirds of the 241 prisoners surveyed had a history of homelessness first experienced 

as a child or teenager. Prisoners who were also parents found it difficult to keep a relationship with 

their children while in prison.271 

9.2.4 Young People in Education 

The focus of Emond’s (2002) study was primarily on educational experience. The young people had 

experienced a range of difficulties in school. These included stereotyping, lack of knowledge by 

                                                      
269 Hally, S., 1999, ‘A study of the perspectives of former service users and their carers’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
270 Seymour, M., Costello, L., 2005, A Study of the Number, Profile and Progression Routes of Homeless 
Persons before the Court and in Custody, Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform and the Probation 
Service: Dublin. 
271 CSER, 2002, Parents, Children and Prison: Effects of Parental Imprisonment on Children, DIT: Dublin. 
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teachers and other pupils about care and presumptions made about them by others as a result of 

gaps in their knowledge or education.  

 

The discussion about teachers provided by some of the children in Emond’s study suggest that these 

presumptions include the belief by some teaching staff that children in care are orphans, that they 

have ‘tantrums’ and cannot behave in class. Young people described how in some schools they felt 

that they were discussed in the staff room and that how the teachers viewed them influenced how 

other children in the school made presumptions about them or interacted with them. Lack of planning 

to help the young person cope with a change in school or with key transition points in education was 

evident. Bullying by other schoolchildren was also an issue and many young people felt that telling an 

adult about bullying did not result in it being stopped. 

 

They experienced a sense of difference as a result of being in care. This was exacerbated by 

restrictions on clothing budgets and pocket money and no preparation about how to handle their in-

care status when starting in a new school. Frequent changes in school also impinged on friendships 

and their sense of belonging as well as on academic achievement.  

 

A key finding was the link that young people made in their minds between educational success and 

returning home. They were more likely to prioritise education if they had an acceptable level of contact 

with their families, had established friendships and felt good about themselves. Teachers played a key 

role in how the young people felt about themselves and their peers played a significant role in 

promoting their sense of belonging. Encouragement from care staff also played a significant part in 

the young person’s confidence and self-belief. 

9.2.5 Children of Carers 

The experience of the children of foster carers is not well documented in the literature. A study by 

Preston272 of the children of foster carers found that they received less information than their parents. 

They were most concerned about sharing possessions. When confronted with a new child, they felt 

unsure or threatened and pressured to accept and befriend the new child. The research also found 

that the majority of foster carers’ children enjoyed being involved in fostering. 

 

                                                      
272 Preston, V., Who’s at risk? Issues central to natural children in foster families. 
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A study by Irwin (2005)273 examined the impact on 20 birth children of foster carers of attaching and 

separating from foster children placed in their homes. The findings suggested that the repeated 

exposure to separation and relationship endings did not have a negative impact on the attachment 

process or on the emotional investment made by parents and their birth children. The children 

identified positive social and altruistic aspects of being involved in fostering as well emotional and 

psychological demands in dealing with the aggressiveness and distress of some foster children, a loss 

of personal space and privacy and a frustration and sadness in respect of placement endings.  

9.3 Experience of Foster Carers 

There is very little in the literature about the experience of carers. Gilligan (1996 (b)) conducted a 

postal survey of foster carers in the mid-1990s seeking their views on a range of issues. Seventy-

three responses were received, representing a response rate of 54%. The research found that the 

majority of foster carers were able to take the child’s behaviour in their stride. However, 20% worried 

that their own children might suffer as a result of undertaking fostering and that the behaviour of the 

foster child could make life difficult at home. The majority felt they knew how to deal with a child’s 

difficult behaviour but nearly half were unsure how to respond when painful issues were brought up by 

the child or were not sure what the child was really thinking. 

 

The majority felt that children in long-term care had a realistic understanding of why they were in care 

but this was not the case for children in short- or medium-term care.  

 

Important sources of support for foster carers were from family members and neighbours as well as 

formal support provided by social workers. However, nearly half felt that social workers did not 

understand how hard the task of fostering was and significant minorities felt that administrative and 

financial support was inadequate. 

 

The majority recognised the important role of relationships with birth parents and the findings 

suggested that most foster carers see themselves as part of a service to families rather than as 

substitute parents. But one-third did question the value of contact with birth parents. A majority also 

said they would be upset if the child had to go back to their parents. 

 

                                                      
273 Irwin, B., 2005, ‘The Impact of the Temporary Nature of Foster Care on the Birth Children of Foster Carers’, 
MSc Counselling Psychology, TCD: Dublin. 
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The majority indicated that fostering was what they had expected it would be and they derived job 

satisfaction from it. Altruism formed a large part of the motivation to be foster carers. Ninety-six per 

cent felt that the child had made real progress while in foster care. 

9.4 Experience of Residential Carers 

Again, there is relatively little in the literature about the experience of professional staff in their role as 

carers.  

 

Interviews with care professionals in residential care settings conducted by Craig et al (1998) found a 

consistent set of views on where progress in the sector had been made. Areas cited included 

investment in facilities, training of staff, use of key-working and care planning, improved quality of 

care, and greater understanding of what makes for positive outcomes.  

 

While the professionals commented on greater willingness and openness in critiquing the care 

provided and sharing of learning, they felt that this increased awareness had not been translated fully 

into improved practice. The move towards greater use of a children’s rights approach was welcomed 

but there was very little development in the area of parental rights.  

 

Improvements in education provision were also noted but concerns were raised that it still does not 

prepare young people adequately for the world of work. General health awareness and health 

education of children in care was considered a weakness. The failure to develop effective 

interdisciplinary/inter-agency teamwork and the lack of a co-ordinated national approach were viewed 

as major failings of the care system. 

9.5 Key Chapter Findings 

General Observations 

� The literature provides descriptions of the experience of children in care or detention but very little 

critique of the overall experience of care and whether or not out of home care or detention is 

generally a positive intervention for children. 

� The details of care matter and impact on the child’s sense of security, sense of self-worth and 

belonging and their behaviour.  

� The experience of carers, whether professional or non-professional, is not well documented. 

 



Thematic Analysis of Irish Literature on Children in Detention and Out of Home Care in Ireland. 

 

 

94 

Children in Out of Home Care 

� Movement between care placements was found to have adversely impacted on friendships, 

school attendance and academic achievement and family contact. 

� Children in residential and foster care were found to have experienced a sense of being different 

when attending school as a result of their care status and needed to be supported to develop 

coping strategies.  

 

Children in Detention 

� Children who had been in detention experienced a mix of relief at having regained their freedom 

but also loss for the structure and support provided while in a children detention school.  

 

Foster Carers 

� The literature indicates that altruism appears to play a large part in the motivation for fostering and 

for many foster carers the experience is what they expect.  

� The literature on the experience of fostering for the children of foster carers is limited but the 

results suggest that the experience of fostering for the children included in small research 

samples was positive. 

 

Residential Carers 

� The literature on the experience of residential care staff is limited. 

� There is very little on the impact of caring on carers, whether in the community, in families or in 

residential settings. 
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10 OUTCOMES 

10.1 Chapter Introduction 

Outcomes are often included in descriptions of the experience of care in the literature. There is 

relatively little by way of impact assessment. This chapter summarises the types of outcomes 

identified in the literature and then presents the main findings in relation to admission to care, in care, 

leaving care and post-care. 

10.2 Categorising Outcomes 

Measuring outcomes is one of the important components of robust evaluation. There are a range of 

different types of outcomes, including experiential outcomes, direct outcomes, indirect outcomes, 

impact outcomes and well-being outcomes. In order to measure outcomes, they must first be defined 

and tailored for the service, programme or intervention under review. Nowhere in the literature are 

outcomes for children in out of home care clearly defined. 

 

Outcomes can be examined in terms of the experiences of the cohort being examined (experiential 

outcomes), such as employment, independent living, placement history, education and offending 

history. Much of the literature focuses on the experiences of young people after they leave care. This 

has included longitudinal studies such as the post-discharge tracking of children leaving Trinity House 

School or the work of Mayock and Vekic, and Kelleher et al on homelessness.  

 

However, these studies have not followed the young person through the entire care process from the 

first point of entry to exit. They focus mainly on the context after leaving care. They generally do not 

use comparison points, either with the population as a whole or other care cohorts, to assess whether 

or not the outcomes recorded are better or worse than expected. In addition, the data covers relatively 

small samples and focuses on the residential aspects of the care system, rather than the largest 

component of care, i.e. foster care. There tends to be a negative slant to the discussion in the 

literature, with little celebration of positive outcomes. The experiential outcomes discussed in the 

literature are the subject of this chapter. 

 

Direct outcomes are those directly arising from interventions or care practice and can be looked at in 

terms of either desired progression or undesirable regression. There is limited information on direct 

outcomes in the literature. There is some on levels of reoffending for children who have been in 

detention and educational outcomes for those in residential care or children detention schools, but it is 
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not linked back to the practice or interventions of the care settings. This makes it more difficult to learn 

from the successes and indeed from the mistakes. There is nothing in the literature about the 

outcomes arising from therapeutic interventions. 

 

Process outcomes look at what we would expect to see as a result of good practice, e.g. care plans 

are developed, regular review meetings are held, placement decisions are effective and do not result 

in inappropriate placements or multiple/frequent placements. These process outcomes are discussed 

in the literature but only in a generalised way as part of discussion on care practice issues and these 

are alluded to in previous chapters of this report.  

  

Finally, there are well-being outcomes. These look at the whole person and how the care process has 

impacted on their well-being in terms of happiness, physical, emotional, psychological, social and 

intellectual well-being. We found only two pieces of research that touched on this area. Hayes and 

O’Reilly (2007) examined young people in detention in terms of emotional intelligence and mental 

health and Hanlon and Reilly (2004) looked at the well-being of children in SCU. 

  

There were some calls in the literature for more systematic evaluation focusing on outcomes, defining 

success and developing robust indicators to measure the effectiveness of out of home care or 

detention as interventions.274 

10.3 Outcomes from the Process of Admission to Care 

There is limited discussion about the outcomes for the process of admission to care other than 

researchers noting that some children have been in multiple care settings or appear to have ‘bounced’ 

between care settings. Exclusions from services were also noted and their impact on increasing the 

vulnerability of already vulnerable children,275 as was the impact of multiple care placements.276 

10.3.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

Work conducted for the CAAB (2008)277 on 36 special care applications found that applications were 

more successful if the child had an education welfare officer, or they had frequent school moves, or 

                                                      
274 Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin. 
275 Social Information Systems, 2008, Review of Special Care Applications, SRSB: Dublin ; Mayock, P., Carr, P., 
2008, ‘Young People’s Homeless Pathways’ in The Way Home, 35, 2008. 
276 Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin; Connolly, S., 1997, ‘A Review 
of Placements within the Eastern Health Board Centralised Emergency Carers Project October 1992–January 
1994’, Irish Journal of Social Work Research 1 (1), 1997, pp. 36–52; Grossman, P., 1994, ‘A study of the process 
of emergency reception into care for children’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
277 Social Information Systems, 2008, Review of Special Care Applications, SRSB: Dublin. 
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the child was male with low/mild/borderline learning disability, or the child had hospital admissions for 

alcohol/substance misuse.  

 

Application decision making was found to be a considered and planned process, although audit trails 

for decision making were considered inadequate. The onward placement plan post-SCU had an 

impact on the success of applications. Females who had a confirmed onward placement in an HSU 

were four times more likely to have a successful application than males with this option. Males with 

mainstream residential as the onward placement option were slightly more likely to have successful 

applications than females with this as the onward placement option. The success rate for applications 

was also considerably higher when the onward placement was secured in advance. 

 

In earlier work on SCU, Hanlon and Riley’s (2004)278 study of 19 young people found that girls tended 

to be placed for child protection reasons, while placement for boys arose out of acting out, criminal 

activity or aggressive behaviour. 

 

Clarke (2004)279 noted that placement decisions could result in poor matches and subsequent 

placement breakdown and recommended that matching should form a core part of any placement 

decision. She felt that opportunities for prevention or early intervention had also been missed for 

families that were already known to social work departments. 

10.3.2 Children in Detention 

There is some literature on the operation of the juvenile justice system280 but the impact of being 

placed in detention on children is not documented.  

10.4 Outcomes While In Care 

10.4.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

There was some evidence of outcomes for children while they were in care, but much of this work is 

dated. The results of a tracking study of 165 young people leaving care by Kelleher et al (2000) found 

                                                      
278 Hanlon, N., Riley, L., 2004, The Impact of Placement in Special Care Unit Settings on the Wellbeing of Young 
People and their Families, SRSB: Dublin. 
279 Clarke, M., 2004, Troubled Young People in the Eastern Region, ERHA: Dublin. 
280 Kilkelly, U., 2008, Children’s Rights in Ireland – Law, Policy and Practice, Tottel Publishing Ltd. Dublin; 
Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform, 2006, Youth Justice Review, Stationery Office: Dublin; 
Seymour, M., Butler, M., 2008, Young People on Remand, Office of the Minister for Youth Affairs and the 
Department of Health and Children: Dublin. 
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that, on average, the care leavers in the sample left school at an early age (while they were in care) 

and with a low level of educational qualifications. The educational outcomes of their sample were 

generally poor, with 55% of the health board care leavers and 44% of special school care leavers 

having left school (while they were in care) without any qualifications.281  

 

In the Craig et al (1998) study, one-third of the 50 children studied in different types of settings were 

rated as achieving below average across all academic subjects. Just over half had variable scores 

(some above average, some below average) depending on the subject area being scored, while 15% 

had above average scores across all academic subjects. 

 

In their study of inter-country adoption, Greene et al (2007)282 found positive outcomes for the children 

involved in terms of non-verbal reasoning and self-concept but poorer outcomes than for their Irish 

peers in terms of language.  

 

Tighe’s (1993)283 study of ten children found that while all of the children in his residential and foster 

care cohorts attended school, there was evidence of educational delay but no support to address this. 

He also found that children in foster care had less frequent medical checks than those in residential 

care. The ERHA Review Group (2003)284 noted the high risk of poor educational attainment and 

proposed the development of effective risk assessment and positive intervention to reduce escalating 

educational needs. 

 

Gilligan (1996(b))285 noted that 51% of children in care had been there for five years or more, 

significantly higher than in the U.K. or U.S. Factors impacting on long-term stays were identified as 

structural weaknesses such as insufficient focus on rehabilitative help to return children to their 

families, poor planning and review procedures, impact of staffing and staff turnover on advocating on 

behalf of the child and the relatively low use of adoption as a route out of care. 

 

                                                      
281 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., and Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own – Young People Leaving Care in 
Ireland, Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin. 
282 Greene, S., Kelly, R., Nixon, E., Kelly, G., Borska, Z., Murphy, S., Daly, A., Whyte, J., Murphy, C., 2007, A 
study of intercountry adoption in Ireland, The Adoption Board and Children’s Research Centre: Dublin. 
283 Tighe, A., 1993, ‘The views of ten young people in the care of the Western Health Board’, in Buckley, H. 
(2002). 
284

 ERHA Review Group, 2003, Review of the Need for High Support Care, ERHA: Dublin. 
285

 Gilligan, R., 1996 (b), ‘The Foster Care Experience in Ireland: findings from a postal survey’, Child Care, 
Health and Development 22, 1996, pp. 85–98. 
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Mayock and Vekic’s (2006)286 study of 40 young homeless people found that the majority did not 

settle or integrate into care settings with patterns of rule breaking and resentment over being 

separated from families and being placed in care. They experienced successive failed placements. 

This ‘residential instability’ made this group particularly vulnerable and Mayock and Vekic concluded 

that the risk of homelessness arose well in advance of these young people leaving care. 

 

Concerns were also raised about access to specialist services287 and referrals to specialist services 

taking place too late in the care of a young person to be effective.288 

 

Hanlon and Reilly (2004) found that placement in special care had a positive effect on well-being and 

that it had met the needs of some young people for the first time. However, extending placements in 

special care beyond the original intended time frame had a negative impact on the emotional well-

being of young people. Factors that contributed to positive outcomes included short stays and 

provision of highly supportive education and care environments and programmes. Other outcomes 

included provision of respite for children from problematic families or communities, containment from 

risk or harm, improved family relationships, formation of attachments (although none of those formed 

in SCU were lasting), development of coping skills and achievement of personal goals. 

10.4.2 Children in Detention 

There is very limited discussion in the literature of outcomes for children while in detention. O’Connor 

(1998)289 argued that the programmes and support provided to children in children detention schools 

could lead to small incremental gains that could equip a young person to deal with subsequent 

difficulties when they left detention. 

 

He also discussed why boys attending a children detention school continued to reoffend despite the 

programmes and support provided to them. Factors identified included the impact of visits home 

(which were encouraged and supported) where the experience of some children ranged from being 

ignored to being terrorised. Living in a hostile group while in detention was another factor. 

Absconding, fear of bullying and/or intimidation played a role as did the degree of maturity of the child. 

 

                                                      
286 Mayock. P., Vekic, K., 2006, Understanding Youth Homelessness in Dublin City: Key findings from the First 
Phase of a Longitudinal Cohort Study, Office of the Minister for Children. 
287 Giller, H., 2003, Definition and Usage of High Support in Ireland, SRSB: Dublin; English, R., 1998, ‘Children 
received into care in one community care area: a study of their career paths’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
288 ERHA Review Group, 2003, Review of the Need for High Support Care, ERHA: Dublin. 
289 O’Connor, M., 1998, ‘What Works with Juvenile Offenders?’, in ‘Children, Young People and Crime in Britain 
and Ireland: From Exclusion to Inclusion’, 1998 conference papers. 
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O’Connor argued for early intervention to address crime in the community before children became 

involved in the criminal justice system. Examples of community intervention he put forward included 

home visits by health professionals in early childhood, early childhood care and education, provision 

of parenting education, cognitive and social skills development for children, developing peer 

influences strategies, effective classroom management and anti-bullying initiatives in schools and 

provision of community centres. 

10.5 Outcomes on Leaving Care 

10.5.1 Children in Out of Home Care 

The literature is critical of the preparation of young people for leaving care or transitioning from one 

care setting to another.290 

 

Kelleher et al (2000) found, in their tracking study of 165 young people leaving HSE care, that just 

over half of children left care because their placement had broken down. Factors identified in 

placement breakdown included inappropriate placement, personal identity issues, unresolved anger 

and the search for increased autonomy.291 While this was a small sample, the results raised concerns 

about the resulting unplanned transition from care leading to isolation, insecurity and anxiety.292  

 

Kelleher (1998 and 2000) found that successful transitions from care were characterised by a number 

of factors. These included less likelihood of drug or alcohol abuse (and hence lower risk of 

subsequent criminal behaviour or homelessness) and less likelihood of being a victim of sexual 

abuse. Higher likelihood of a stable care placement and fewer subsequent placement moves (with 

attendant better school attendance) was another factor. Consistent and stable support from 

professionals, family or foster carers was another factor. Other important factors mentioned include 

planned transitions, leaving care at an older age and having stable employment or accommodation to 

move to. 

 

                                                      
290 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin ; Kilkelly, U., 2006, Youth Justice in Ireland. 
Tough Lives, Rough Justice, Chapter 7 ‘Young People in Detention’, Irish Academic Press; Hayes, J.M., O’Reilly, 
G., 2007, Emotional Intelligence, Mental Health and Juvenile Delinquency, Juvenile Mental Health Matters: Cork; 
Grossman, P., 1994, ‘A study of the process of emergency reception into care for children’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
291 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin.  
292 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin.  
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Kelleher et al (2000) found that many of the children in their sample of residential care and children 

detention schools were often ambivalent about their families and returning home. A previous study by 

Kelleher (1998)293 found that just under one-third of the sample returned to their families after leaving 

care and a similar proportion left care to live independently. However other research294 found that 

children in care thought much about their families and wanted to return home. 

 

Nee’s (1999)295 study of 13 young people commented on the stress caused by leaving care for some 

children, with significant proportions experiencing illness, or either gaining or losing weight since 

leaving care. 

 

Hanlon and Riley (2004) found that labelling of children who had been in secure settings was a factor 

in securing onward placement. It was more difficult to secure onward placements for children who had 

been in SCU for a long time.  

 

SIS (2008) reviewed onward placement plans for children in special care. They found that just under 

half of planned onward placements were to HSU, just over one-third were to mainstream residential 

care and 11% were to return home or to foster care. There was a planned move to independent living 

for only one child. 

10.5.2 Children in Detention 

Kelleher et al (2000) found that nearly 30% of children leaving children detention schools did so by 

absconding or were placed in other places of detention. Seymour and Costello (2005) found that 

young people who left children detention schools were likely to move more frequently in and out of the 

criminal justice system. 

 

Hally (1999)296 found that over half of the sample of 10 young people who left detention had received 

advice from care staff before leaving care. This advice included information about leaving care and/or 

support accessing accommodation or employment. A smaller number had been offered ongoing 

counselling and support. While most had maintained contact with their families while in care, support 

from families dropped significantly upon leaving care. Carers commented on how dependency created 

by confinement in detention was at the root of many of the difficulties experienced by children leaving 

                                                      
293 Kelleher, P., 1998, Out on Their Own: Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, Focus Ireland: Dublin. 
294 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European 
Study on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
295

 Nee, L., 1999, ‘Where do I go from here? The Young person’s experience of aftercare’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
296 Hally, S., 1999, ‘A study of the perspectives of former service users and their carers’, in Buckley, H. (2002). 
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detention centres. They recommended more work with families and community-based supports such 

as drop-in centres, peer support and outreach services 

10.6 Outcomes Post-Care 

Some research has been conducted on the outcomes for children after they have left care, with the 

most focus on the small cohort of children in detention.  

10.6.1 Children in Detention 

Seymour and Costello (2005) found that the most common progression route out of care from 

detention school was to home and/or to prison/detention, with frequent moves in and out of the justice 

system. They commented on the low percentage living independently and identified that factors 

contributing to youth homelessness after leaving care were placement breakdown and 

institutionalisation. They recommended better support mechanisms for those leaving care to support 

reintegration, including multidisciplinary teamwork involving the Probation Service, the HSE, homeless 

service providers, children’s services and the children detention schools. They also recommended the 

provision of appropriate care options, including foster placements and high support independent living 

units for those leaving care or custodial settings in order to divert young people leaving the care 

system away from criminality. 

 

A review by Trinity House (2004 (b))297 of its step-down facility had similar findings, as follows:  

 

� Nineteen young people were interviewed three months after discharge, sixteen took part in 

interviews six months and twelve months after discharge and six took part in interviews three 

years after discharge. 

� Just over half of those discharged returned to their families three months after discharge. 

� Twelve months after discharge this had declined to one-third. Twelve months after discharge, just 

over two-thirds had picked up new charges (over half had multiple charges) and just over one-

third were in prison.  

� Around 10% were in residential care and only 5% of the young people were living independently. 

� Of those not in prison, 56% were unemployed, 33% were employed and 11% were in training. 

The main sources of income were welfare payments and money from families.  

 

                                                      
297 Trinity House School, 2004 (b), Trinity House School Step Down Unit Report, Trinity House School: Dublin. 
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Poor educational attainment contributed to poor outcomes in terms of employment, with Kelleher 

(1998) observing that just over one-third of the residential and detention sample were unemployed six 

months after leaving care. 

 

Reoffending by young people who had been in detention, despite various programmes and 

interventions, was also a finding in the work of O’Connor (1998).298 Factors identified were 

inconsistent patterns of behaviour by parents between school visits and home visits, living in a hostile 

group, opportunities to abscond, fear of intimidation or bullying and the maturity of the young person. 

In addition, the average age of young people in detention is around 15 and O’Connor considered this 

to be too late for successful intervention and proposed early intervention in the community as possibly 

a more effective solution. 

10.6.2 Children in Residential Care 

Kelleher and Keller’s (1998) study covered children coming out of both residential care and detention. 

They found that the vast majority of young people in the sample had contact with their families six 

months after leaving care and just under half had some support from their families. However, social 

workers in the study by Kelleher et al (2000) commented that this contact was not always of high 

quality or a positive influence.  

 

Kelleher observed that many care leavers (residential or detention) experienced difficulties achieving 

stable accommodation and living arrangements with subsequent experiences of multiple 

accommodation moves, homelessness or detention. The relatively young age (late teens) at which 

these young people were trying to live independently may have been a contributory factor. Care 

workers considered that the majority of children leaving care needed additional services such as 

counselling, addiction treatment, supported accommodation and intensive probation supervision.299  

 

Independent living skills was a theme to emerge from Tighe’s (1993) research. While the extent to 

which these skills were taught to children in residential and foster care was similar, it was 

recommended that, given the higher propensity of children leaving residential care to live alone, 

greater attention be paid to this aspect of preparation for care leaving. 

 

                                                      
298 O’Connor, M., 1998, ‘What Works with Juvenile Offenders?’, in ‘Children, Young People and Crime in Britain 
and Ireland: From Exclusion to Inclusion’, 1998 conference papers. 
299 Kelleher, P., Kelleher, C., Corbett, M., 2000, Left Out on their own. Young People Leaving Care in Ireland, 
Oak Tree Press: Dublin in association with Focus Ireland: Dublin.  
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Kelleher et al (2000) recommended improvements to aftercare provision, resettlement services and 

the range of accommodation options available to young people leaving care, prison release and 

support programmes. 

10.6.3 Children in Special Care 

Hanlon and Riley (2004) found evidence that some children who had been in special care 

subsequently found it difficult to cope with less controlled and less supportive environments. Leaving 

special care was identified as problematic. The effectiveness and potentially positive impact of the 

stay in special care on the young person’s well-being was impacted by the general lack of support 

services when they left special care. There was evidence of young people who could not 

subsequently cope after leaving the controlled and very supportive environment provided while in 

special care. The absence of aftercare and throughcare was identified as seriously undermining the 

work of SCU. 

10.6.4 Children in Foster Care 

Research into outcomes post-care for children who had been in foster care was not in evidence. 

Given that foster care is the largest part of the care system, this is a major gap in knowledge that 

needs to be addressed. 

10.7 Key Chapter Findings 

General Observations 

� The literature comments on the impact of a number of factors on increasing the vulnerability of 

already vulnerable children.  

� These include poor decision making in respect of admittance to care, exclusions from certain 

services, multiple placements and inadequate preparation for leaving care or transitions within 

care. Research sample sizes are often small and some of the information is out of date, so it is 

not possible to draw definite conclusions about the impact of care or detention on children.  

� What the literature does say, however, suggests that outcomes are generally poor in a range of 

spheres such as education, employment, reoffending, homelessness, reintegration and 

independent living, and calls into question the effectiveness of detention and out of home care as 

an option. Longitudinal research is needed to provide evidence of outcomes. This would involve 

tracking of children from the point of entry into care or detention and exit there from and 

afterwards.  
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Outcomes while In Care  

� The outcomes identified in the literature are generally not linked back to effective approaches, 

interventions or practice. Important questions such as why outcomes were what they were, what 

led to their achievement, could outcomes be better and if so what needs to be done to achieve 

this or is this the best we can expect, are rarely asked.  

� We found no literature on the longer-term impacts beyond two years of having been in care.  

� The findings from the literature are summarised below in Table 10.1. 

 

Table 10.1: Summary of Outcomes Findings in the Literature 

In care  

  

Impact of multiple moves on educational attainment, poor educational attainment and 

limited supports to address this, poor care planning and review, improved school 

attendance, improved family contact. 

Leaving care Inadequate preparation, placement breakdown, impact on physical and mental health. 

Post-care Moves to other care settings (e.g. residential care, foster care, detention), inadequate 

aftercare, declining family contact, declining social work contact, drift into crime, 

reoffending behaviour and homelessness, high unemployment, low progression to 

training/further education, high dependency on social welfare, few living 

independently. 

 

Outcomes Post-Care 

� The literature considered preparation for leaving care and living independently to be inadequate, 

as was aftercare. Some researchers recommended statutory provision for the compulsory 

provision of aftercare.  

� A common theme was the difficulty of accessing, in a timely manner, appropriate 

accommodation/follow-on placement options for children leaving care or custody or where 

placement or family breakdowns occurred so as to prevent a drift into homelessness or further 

criminality. This links back to the continuum of care concept discussed previously. 

� The impact of transitions from care or detention on children returning home to their families is not 

well documented. The impact of the child’s age on placement or transition moves is not well 

documented.  

� Outcomes in respect of children who have been in care, particularly foster care, are poorly 

documented.  
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11 KNOWLEDGE AND INFORMATION GAPS 

11.1 Chapter Introduction 

One of the terms of reference was to identify future areas for research. The literature contains many 

recommendations on potential areas for research and/or further study. Some of these are dated and 

have been superseded by events. The most recent and relevant pieces of potential research identified 

in the literature are summarised below. In addition, the audit enabled us to identify where there were 

gaps in knowledge and to make suggestions of ways to address these gaps. 

11.2 Pointers from the Literature  

This section outlines the most recent and most relevant areas for future research that were called for 

in the literature. 

11.2.1 Foster Care 

The Report of the Working Group on Foster Care (2001)300 noted that there was very little published 

work on the operation of foster care services. They argue that this detracts from our ability to analyse 

the efficiency and effectiveness of the Irish foster care service. 

 

Browne (2002)301 noted sparse literature about the development of host and birth family relationships 

in foster care and also indicated a need for more research into determining what contact patterns 

between children in foster care and their birth parents are best for individual children. 

 

Gilligan (2000)302 suggested the need for further research into educational outcomes, safety in care, 

morale and support of foster carers, placement breakdown, access and family contact, the dynamics 

of long stays in care, and tracking of cohorts in care over time. He also noted that there was not much 

research on the role of men as foster carers. 

 

                                                      
300 Working Group on Foster Care, 2001, Foster Care: A Child-Centred Partnership, Department of Health and 
Children: Dublin. 
301 Browne, D., 2002, ‘An Evaluation of Foster Parents’ Attitudes Towards Birth Parents’, Irish Journal of Applied 
Social Studies 3 (1), 2002, pp. 84–95. 
302 Gilligan, R., 2000 (b), ‘The developmental implications for children of life in public care: Irish and international 
perspectives’, The Irish Journal of Psychology 21 (3–4), 2000, pp. 138–53. 
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Kelleher et al (2000) recommended longitudinal research on foster care to identify the factors 

contributing to placement breakdown and to successful placements. 

11.2.2 Residential Care 

Smith (2004)303 recommended research into the sensitive area of restraint, including times at which 

restraint had to be used for children in residential care. Cawdry (2004) recommended research into 

the age of children who were the subject of restraint. 

 

Hanlon and Riley (2004) recommended further research into outcomes for children in special care, 

including documenting the impact of leaving care on them and their families. 

 

Giller (2003)304 recommended further research into high support, including residential units, ‘special 

arrangements’ and as a community approach. 

 

Craig et al (1998)305 identified the need for quality quantitative information on the number of children 

in care and the settings they were in as well as qualitative studies on children in residential care. They 

also recommended research into the safe caring of traumatised children. 

11.2.3 Young Offenders 

Hayes and O’Reilly (2007)306 called for research into the psychological needs of young people at risk 

of committing crime. They recommended the development of evaluation systems to assess the 

effectiveness of assessment and intervention procedures for children in detention and the efficacy of 

emotional intelligence skills programmes and audits of the provision of mental health services. They 

also identified a need for research into the effectiveness of community-based interventions in reducing 

offending in the community;307 research to guide and inform the assessment and treatment of young 

offenders in the context of their families; and research into the family characteristics of young 

offenders. 

                                                      
303

 Smith, J., 2004, ‘The Outcome of a three month Review of Critical Incidents at Trinity House School’, 
conference paper, SRSB Network Conference: ‘Positive Approaches to Challenging Behaviour’, SRSB: Dublin. 
304

 Giller, H., 2003, Definition and Usage of High Support in Ireland, SRSB: Dublin. 
305

 Craig, S., Donnellan, M., Graham, G., Warren, A., 1998, Learn to Listen. The Irish Report of a European Study 
on Residential Child Care, Centre for Social and Educational Research, DIT: Dublin. 
306

 Hayes, J.M., O’Reilly, G., 2007, Emotional Intelligence, Mental Health and Juvenile Delinquency, Juvenile 
Mental Health Matters: Cork. 
307 Research by Gerian et al indicated that community-based sanctions were not effective in terms of completion 
rates of supervision orders or reoffending. However, offenders at high risk of reoffending and receiving escalating 
custodial sentences benefited most from community-based interventions when there was early intervention and 
targeting of criminogenic needs. Geiran, V., McCarthy, M., Morahan, M., O’Connell, V., 1999, Young Offenders in 
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Seymour (2006) noted the dearth of baseline data on the suitability and appropriateness of planned 

criminal justice interventions for juveniles in the justice system. 

11.2.4 Care in General 

Emond (2002)308 recommended research into the impact of the admission age of children entering 

care on their educational experience and outcomes. They recommended research on the educational 

trajectories of adults with care backgrounds as well as the educational experiences of children in 

foster care. The use of comparative studies across groups of young people was suggested as a 

possible methodology. 

 

Kelleher et al (2000) recommended research into the needs of mothers and families of children taken 

into care. They also noted information deficits in respect of up-to-date, accurate information on 

children in care and leaving care and tracking of young people after they leave care.  

 

Connolly (1997)309 recommended regular monitoring of placement services in terms of the extent to 

which they provided positive experiences for children and the extent to which they met the needs 

presenting. Research into the dynamics of placement breakdown was also recommended. 

11.3 Gaps to Address  

Having reviewed the literature, we believe that the following gaps in knowledge need to be addressed 

in order to inform strategic development and good care practice for children in the future: 

11.3.1 Statistics 

The growth in the number of children in care over the years is a trend that warrants investigation, yet 

one that is not generally being critiqued. Deficits in accurate, timely data need to be addressed. These 

include information published annually on:  

 

� the total number of children in care or detention in a given year broken down by care setting; 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Penal Custody. Contact with the Probation and Welfare Service and Experience of Community Sanctions prior to 
Custodial Sentence, Probation Service: Dublin. 
308

 Emond, R., 2002, Learning from their lessons. A study of young people in residential care and their 
experiences of education, Children’s Research Centre, TCD: Dublin. 
309 Connolly, S., 1997, ‘A Review of Placements within the Eastern Health Board Centralised Emergency Carers 
Project October 1992–January 1994’, Irish Journal of Social Work Research, Vol 1 (1), pp. 36–52. 
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� the number of children who entered care or detention in a given year; 

� the number of children who transitioned from one care setting to another, including detention, in a 

given year; 

� the number of siblings entering care and data capturing whether they remain together or are 

separated during care; 

� and the number of children who left care or detention in a given year.  

 

Profiling information on children in care or detention is currently limited to gender and age and there is 

very little socio-economic data. Knowing the socio-economic circumstances of children entering care 

or detention would inform the development of the most appropriate interventions for the future. 

 

There is also limited information on the number of siblings entering care and statistics on the 

frequency of separation of siblings placed in care. 

11.3.2 Evaluation and Research 

A robust system of evaluation needs to be developed that will usefully inform the shape and 

development of services into the future.  

 

The focus of evaluation should be on examining the efficacy, efficiency, effectiveness and value for 

money310 of all forms of care, but particularly foster care, HSU, SCU and high support in the 

community. This should include information on how services work together and the extent to which 

there is unnecessary overlap or duplication. 

 

It is also important to exam the pathways into care or detention, the risk indicators and 

multigenerational experiences of care or detention with a view to informing the development of 

preventative strategies and good practice care interventions. 

 

Robust evaluation should seek to determine outcomes and impacts. It should define success and link 

outcomes back to the identification of what are effective approaches and interventions and comparing 

them to non-intervention, as this is a major gap in knowledge.  
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The impact of both short stay and long stay in residential care on the quality of life of children and 

outcomes for these children also needs to be explored.  

 

In the area of foster care, it would be useful to examine kinship or relative care as a growing form of 

care in Ireland. Other areas of interest include placement breakdown and an exploration of the factors 

that contribute to breakdown, or better still identification of the factors that enhance the likelihood of a 

placement being successful. 

 

Longitudinal tracking of impacts and comparisons with cohorts of children not in care or detention 

would also be informative in providing an evidence base. 

11.3.3 Good Practice 

There is a need to identify, explore, define, and disseminate good practice with a view to achieving 

quality of care provision for children in out of home care and in detention.  

 

The rationale is to identify what interventions, systems, approaches and processes work best and 

what are the features or prerequisites of success. The emphasis should be on identifying what good 

practice is in relation to all aspects of the out of home care system, including governance, risk 

assessment, referral, inter-agency working, multidisciplinary teamwork, support, training, supervision 

for those working in care, preventative measures, therapeutic interventions, data systems, tracking 

and aftercare.  

 

It would be useful to document and disseminate examples of early interventions, preventative work, 

family support, parenting support and community-based interventions that have proven effective and 

that could be replicated. Strengthening the evidence base for different approaches would demonstrate 

their impact and support their replication. 

 

There is a heavy reliance on second-hand and third-party information used in the research. This 

suggests that there is a need to identify and develop effective approaches and methodologies relating 

to the participation of both children and parents in the care process and in research on care work. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
310 Efficacy examines the rationale and continuing relevance of an intervention; efficiency examines how 
resources are deployed; effectiveness examines how performance meets goals, targets and desired outcomes; 
and value for money examines the cost effectiveness of particular options and alternatives. 
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11.3.4 Other Specific Areas of Research Interest 

It would be useful to conduct research into the needs of ethnic minorities and children with special 

needs with a view to identifying the most appropriate ways to respond to these needs.  

 

Research is also needed to explore the well-being and happiness of young people out of home and 

the impact that being in care or detention has on these and other life factors in the short, medium and 

long term. 

11.4 Key Chapter Findings 

The literature identifies many possible areas of interest for future research. The most recent 

suggestions are summarised in the sections below. The focus of a future research strategy that we 

would recommend is also summarised below. 

 

Foster Care 

� Efficiency and effectiveness of foster care services. 

� Host and birth family relationships and access and family contact. 

� Educational experiences and outcomes for children in foster care. 

� Safety in foster care. 

� Morale and support of foster carers. 

� The role of men as foster carers. 

� Placement breakdown. 

� Factors contributing to successful placement. 

� The dynamics of long stays in foster care. 

� Tracking and longitudinal studies of foster care cohorts over time. 

 

Residential Care 

� Outcomes for children in special care and on leaving such care. 

� Tracking of children after they leave care. 

� The dynamics of placement breakdown. 

� Research into high support, including HSU, ‘special arrangements’ and as a community 

methodology. 
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� Safe caring of traumatised children. 

� The use of restraint on children in care. 

� Educational trajectories of adults who had been in care. 

� The needs of mothers and families of children taken into care. 

� Quantitative and qualitative studies of children in care. 

 

Detention 

� The psychological needs of young people at risk of committing crime. 

� Assessment of the effectiveness of assessment and intervention procedures in detention. 

� The efficacy of emotional intelligence skills programmes. 

� Audits of the provision of mental health services. 

� The effectiveness of community-based interventions in reducing offending in the community. 

� Research to guide and inform the assessment and treatment of young offenders in the context of 

their families. 

� The family characteristics of young offenders. 

� Baseline data on the suitability and appropriateness of planned criminal justice interventions for 

juveniles. 

 

Focus of Future Research Strategy 

� Accurate statistics published annually on: 

o The total number of children in care or detention in a given year broken down by care setting. 

o The number of children who entered care or detention in a given year. 

o The number of children who transitioned from one care setting to another, including detention,    

in a given year. 

o The number of children who left care or detention in a given year. 

� Profiling information on children in care or detention that includes socio-economic data as well as 

gender and age. 

� Statistics on the number of siblings entering care and statistics on the frequency of separation of 

siblings placed in care. 
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� Development of a robust evaluation system to assess efficiency, effectiveness, outcomes, 

impacts and value for money as well as the longitudinal tracking of impacts and comparisons with 

cohorts not in care or detention. 

� Research into the pathways into care or detention, the risk indicators and multigenerational 

experiences of care or detention with a view to informing the development of preventative 

strategies and good practice care interventions. 

� Exploration of the impact of both short stay and long stay in residential care on the quality of life of 

children and outcomes for these children.  

� Examination of kinship foster care as a growing form of care in Ireland.  

� Placement breakdown in foster care. 

� Documenting and disseminating examples of early interventions, preventative work, family 

support, parenting support and community-based interventions that have proven effective and that 

could be replicated.  

� Strengthening the evidence base for different approaches would demonstrate their impact and 

support their replication. 

� Identification, exploration and dissemination of good practice. 

� Identification and development of effective approaches and methodologies to the participation of 

both children and parents in the care and detention process and in research on care work. 
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12 SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

12.1 Chapter introduction 

This study was an audit and review of research literature on children in detention and out of home 

care in Ireland from 1990 through to 2008. The study was conducted over a four-month period from 

November 2008 to February 2009, and in the intervening time, developments and changes took place 

in tune with the natural order of things. This means that this study is anchored within a particular time 

frame and provides an insight into a specific body of literature reviewed. The review was as 

comprehensive as possible (covering over 250 documents) and we accept that there may be pieces 

of research that did not come to our attention.  

 

This chapter presents the conclusions of the thematic review of the literature that was reviewed. 

Some general recommendations are set out for consideration by those involved in policy 

development, design, delivery and research in the area of children in out of home care and detention. 

These conclusions and recommendations are the authors’ own and are based on having been 

immersed in the literature for a number of months.  

 

When reading the conclusions and recommendations, it is important to take into account a number of 

recent relevant contextual developments, namely: the development of the National Youth Justice 

Strategy 2008–2010 by the Irish Youth Justice Service; the work undertaken by the Office of the 

Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA) in the development of a children’s research 

programme, including the National Longitudinal Study of Children in Ireland (also known as ‘Growing 

Up in Ireland’); and the upcoming development of a new national children’s strategy, and also a 

national children’s data and research strategy by the OMCYA.  
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12.2 Conclusions 

12.2.1 Overall Conclusions 

1. Effectiveness of Services and Interventions 

There is limited rigorous Irish evidence on the effectiveness of services, interventions or practices in 

responding to the needs of children in out of home care and detention and on how their effectiveness 

might be improved.  

 

There is limited formal evaluation of services, interventions and practices with limited rigorous 

evidence-based and quantitative evaluations of the extent to which objectives are being achieved and 

positive outcomes (in terms of immediate results and medium-term impacts) are being delivered for 

children. This reflects the limited availability of outcomes monitoring/performance data and limited 

extent of formal commissioning of service evaluations and related research.  

 

2. Co-ordinated Delivery of Services and Inter-agency Working 

There is an ongoing need to examine the effectiveness of co-ordination of services and inter-agency 

working at all levels.  

 

There are calls in the literature for a strengthening of the integration of governance, policy 

development and service provision to ensure an effective response to the needs of the child in out of 

home care and detention.  

 

The care system in Ireland currently spans three government departments (health, education and 

justice). There have been moves to promote greater integration of services since much of the above 

literature was written. These include the establishment of the Office of the Minister for Children and 

Youth Affairs and more recently the development of Children Services Committees, and the 

establishment and subsequent subsuming of the CAAB. There have also been other developments of 

note such as the National Youth Justice Strategy 2008–2010 and the National Youth Justice 

Oversight Group.  

 

Therefore, there is a need to review whether these, and ongoing developments, achieve greater inter-

agency working and more effective co-ordination of service delivery.  
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In the development of future national strategies it would be wise to consider developing an 

overarching national strategy on children in out of home care and detention. Consideration could also 

be given to the adoption of a programmatic approach through a specific operational programme for 

children in care and detention with sub-programmes, monitoring, evaluation, etc. 

 

3. Responding to the Needs of the Child 

We must be mindful of the power of good research and evaluation to inform how best we respond to 

the needs of children who may for a range of reasons require care outside of their family home. 

 

Having examined the range of literature across the sectors, we believe it is necessary for all those 

working with children, irrespective of role (be it research, policy making or service provision), to 

consciously focus on making a contribution to improving the day-to-day lives of children in care and 

detention. We must also maximise the power of good research and evaluation to help inform how best 

to do this. 

12.2.2 Conclusions on Service Outcomes 

1. Ascertaining Outcomes 

The results of this literature review do not equip us to ascertain the precise outcomes associated with 

services for children in out of home care or detention in Ireland.  

 

The review indicates that the factors that contribute to children being placed in care or detention are 

multifaceted and include socio-economic circumstances, dysfunctional behaviour patterns and family 

circumstances. Despite the volume of Irish research that has been completed, we do not have 

sufficient information to tell us which interventions work best to address these factors. The results 

show that we are also limited in our knowledge of the outcomes, immediate results and medium-term 

impact, for children who have been in care or detention in Ireland. The literature presents some 

evidence to indicate limited outcomes for children who have been placed in residential care or 

detention across a range of possible indicators such as educational attainment, independent living 

skills, accommodation/homelessness, reoffending, participation in training and employment, etc. 

There is very little rigorous Irish research about outcomes for children who have been placed in foster 

care, which is currently the largest care sector. 
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2. Building a Body of Evidence 

In order to build a body of Irish evidence of the outcomes of service for children in out of home care 

and detention it is necessary to revisit the ways in which research is commissioned, conducted, 

reported and utilised. 

 

Throughout the literature examined in the audit, there were wide-ranging recommendations on 

possible topics for future research and investigation. The areas that stand out are: quality information 

on children in care and detention; evaluation of efficacy, efficiency, effectiveness and value for money; 

identification of good practice and of what works; and assessing outcomes. 

 

A national longitudinal study would be useful to determine outcomes at different stages of the care 

continuum and for different settings. This would track a sample of children admitted into different care 

or detention settings from the time they entered care or detention, to leaving care or detention and at 

least two years afterwards. Comparing the tracking sample with a sample of children who are in 

difficult family circumstances but who remain with their families would help to determine the 

effectiveness of care or detention as an intervention compared to community-based approaches, 

family support or no intervention at all. 

 

It is also important to develop innovative web-based methods for sharing information, research and 

practice with all stakeholders across the spectrum of child welfare services. This would serve to help 

people working in the area to keep up to date with developments in research, practice and policy. It 

would also facilitate more discussion, sharing of practice and opening up of opportunities for 

collaboration and partnership in the interest of responding effectively to the needs of children in out of 

home care or detention.  

 

3. Important Features of Practice 

While the review of the literature provides limited rigorous evidence on the effectiveness of services 

for children in out of home care and detention, it is possible to draw from the literature the core 

elements or important features of practice in the care of the child in out of home care or detention. 

These features of practice fit into the themes of care of the child, governance, leadership and 

management and inter-agency co-operation for integrated services delivery.  

 

These core elements of practice emerged from the thematic review of the content of 182 pieces of 

literature reviewed for this research project. They serve as a rudimentary checklist to focus our minds 

on what constitutes practice in caring for children in detention or out of home.  
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They are presented below as a framework to prompt further reflection and discussion amongst policy 

makers, decision-makers and academics. The purpose is to contribute to building the body of 

knowledge around good practice.  

 

Conclusion 3.a: Important Practice Features – Care of the Child 

 

i. Comprehensive needs assessment based on the requirements of the child.  

ii. Clear selection criteria for decision making as to whether or not a child is admitted to care and to 

which part of the care system. 

iii. Quality care planning that is tailored, looks at the whole child, involves the child in its 

development, has a focus on progress and outcomes and includes goals, assigns responsibility 

and is reviewed and updated regularly with the child. The implementation of the care plan should 

involve other relevant agencies, carers and the family. Work with families is accepted as an 

important part of the care process. 

iv. Assignment of a worker 311 to each child who is in care. Foster carers should have a link person to 

support them. 

v. Models of care support basic needs, the social living environment, behaviour, personal 

development, specific skills, therapy where appropriate, links with family and community. Models 

of care provide a nurturing, balanced and enriching experience and promote the development of 

the child’s talents, resilience and relationships. Models of care provide constructive activity and 

structure for children.  

vi. Staffing levels and assignment promotes continuity and stability of care. Children receive 

individual attention and active listening is used as part of the carer’s toolkit. 

vii. The detail of the care process matters therefore training of staff and carers is not just about 

specific skills but also about their level of interest, commitment and energy. Effective care 

requires an emphasis on how to convey empathy and emotional security to children as well as 

promoting a sense of belonging and well-being. These emotional conditions are of paramount 

importance, being the foundations for human developmental and capacity to love. 

viii. Physical environments of the care situation (i.e. foster care, detention, residential care) are as 

homelike as possible. 

 

                                                      
311 ‘Worker’ may be a social worker or key-worker. 
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ix. Structured and appropriate education supports for children that are designed to respond to their 

educational need and to manage their ‘in care’ status while attending school. Carers support 

children with their homework and are aware of the daily reality of life in school and are alert to 

challenges as they arise. 

x. Effective referral and preparation of the child for taking part in specialist services or therapies. 

xi. Clear policies and procedures including the use of therapeutic crisis intervention, physical 

restraint and other interventions. Incidents are recorded and staff are de-briefed. 

xii. Records are maintained and up to date. Accurate, timely information is provided to professional 

carers and foster carers. 

xiii. Children are prepared for leaving care in advance of the event. Any fears and apprehensions are 

listened to and addressed. Moves between care and out of care are well planned and prepared 

for with the child and the family. Move-on options are identified and the child is supported to 

access these. For older children, they are prepared for the world of work and living independently. 

xiv. Aftercare is part of the continuum of care. Time and staff are dedicated to providing aftercare. 

Tracking mechanisms are developed to make contact with young people at key milestones after 

they leave care. The purpose is to check on a child’s well being and to monitor their progress 

post-care. 

 

 

Conclusion 3.b: Important Practice Features – Good Governance 

i. There is a national strategic vision for children in care or detention in Ireland. 

ii. There is a national strategic vision that honours the principles of children’s rights, diversion, 

prevention, early intervention and family support. 

iii. This strategy is implemented and co-ordinated at national level using a programmatic approach. 

This means that relevant departments and agencies, including the community and voluntary 

sector, work to deliver an agreed operational programme for children in care and detention with 

sub-programmes, monitoring, evaluation, etc. 

iv. There are national standards for the programme. 

v. There is systematic monitoring and evaluation of the programme. 

vi. The results of evaluations are used to inform continuous improvement. 
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Conclusion 3.c: Important Practice Features – Leadership and Management 

i. There is quality management and leadership in individual services and the structures that oversee 

them with a focus on children and the achievement of positive outcomes for them. 

ii. There is a child-centred, needs-led approach to service development and a commitment to 

continuous improvement. 

iii. There is quality, high-level decision making on the need for a placement in care and on the most 

appropriate care setting based on the needs of the child, the rights of the child and clear selection 

criteria. 

iv. Decision making aims to reduce the numbers entering the care system, minimise multiple moves 

within the care system, eliminate inappropriate placement, minimise placement breakdown and 

ensure maintenance of ties with families and communities. 

v. Standards of services are developed and services are regularly benchmarked against these. 

vi. The focus of monitoring and inspection is on safeguarding and child protection, the continuing 

need for placement and ongoing improvement in service delivery. 

vii. There are independent, fair and transparent complaints procedures that children are made aware 

of and understand.  

viii. Children are informed of their rights in age appropriate language. 

ix. Training, support and supervision of paid and unpaid carers are provided. Carers are up-skilled 

on an ongoing basis to build competence to respond to challenging situations in preference to the 

child being moved to another setting.  

x. There are appropriate staffing levels and minimisation of staff turnover in order to provide 

continuity for children. 

xi. There is ongoing monitoring of services, incorporating appropriate indicators of resource input, 

outputs and impact. 

xii. There are evaluation systems with a focus on efficiency, effectiveness and value for money. 

Indicators of success are identified and measured. Reports of success and learning are 

disseminated, discussed and used to inform continuous improvement of services and systems. 
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Conclusion 3.d: Important Practice Features –  

Inter-agency Co-operation for Integrated Service Delivery 

i.  Service provision is developed as an integrated continuum of care. 

ii. Inter-agency working supports the development of a continuum of care and implementation of the 

strategy.  

iii. There is clarity of purpose and function for each part of the care system. 

iv. Organisations understand each other’s roles and responsibilities and engage in joint care and 

case management and effective referral. 

 

12.2.3 Conclusions on Improving Service Outcomes 

1. Evidence-Based Research 

There is little rigorous evidence-based Irish research that can tell us how to improve outcomes for 

children who have been in out of home care or detention or to enable us to ascertain the most 

effective interventions to help improve outcomes. 

 

2. Areas Requiring Attention 

While there is limited rigorous Irish evidence to tell us which services, interventions or practices are 

most effective in responding to the needs of children in out of home care or detention, the literature 

suggests a number of areas worth focusing on. Specific areas identified as in need of expansion 

and/or improvement include the continuum of care, prevention, early intervention and aftercare.  

 

Alongside improving the caring aspects of the out of home care system, we can also conclude from 

the literature that the other two very important areas that require attention are the ‘before care’ and 

‘aftercare’ phases of the care process. Pointers are outlined below: 

 

� Achieve continuum of care for the child in out of home care. This requires effective care and case 

management and inter-agency working. 

� Develop prevention and early intervention in the community and community-based approaches, 

particularly in the area of youth justice and family or placement breakdown. 

� Develop a coherent strategy to minimise and monitor ‘drift’ in length of stays in care. This can be 

achieved through care planning and regular reviews of the continuing need for care in order to 

minimise long stays in care, placement breakdown and unplanned transitions. 
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� Develop participative approaches for the inclusion of and working directly with families in order to 

include them in decision making, maintaining contact with children, preparation for return of the 

child home and providing support to their children. This is linked to prevention and early 

intervention. 

� Develop multidisciplinary team assessment and intervention including inter-agency working. 

� Plan and prepare for leaving care and developing effective aftercare and reintegration strategies, 

including community-based aftercare interventions.  

� Develop effective information systems, monitoring systems and evaluation of policy and practice. 

 

3. Importance of Outcomes Data 

It is necessary, as a starting point, to understand and accept the importance and power of outcomes 

data and up-to-date statistics on the numbers in care or detention to inform better decision making.  

 

The audit of the literature shows the quantitative data deficits. It highlights the need to gather better 

tracking and outcomes information. It is important to make the link between the quality of this 

information and its capacity to determine the effectiveness of the care interventions that take place.  

 

It is necessary to gather and to use outcomes data and statistics to enhance our understanding of 

what works, what success is, what the critical success determinants are, how we can learn and 

improve and whether or not the rationale for various care interventions are worthwhile and result in 

better experiences for children than non-intervention. 

12.3 Recommendations 

The following is a broad set of recommendations for consideration. 

1. Recommendations for Policy Development and Service Provision 

It is recommended that when developing and reviewing policy and service provision for children in out 

of home care and detention that a strategic approach should be adopted that:  

 

� is centred on responding to the needs of the child; 

� is based on a high-level vision that honours the principles of children’s rights, diversion, 

prevention, early intervention and family support; 
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� encourages decision-makers to be mindful of the important practice features itemised in this 

report (see Conclusion 3, Boxes a–d);  

� ensures appropriate co-ordination, e.g. cross-departmental and cross-sectoral co-ordination at 

national, regional and local level;  

� has inbuilt systematic monitoring and evaluation systems;  

� and includes a strategic approach to future research (see Recommendation 2).  

2. Develop a Strategic Approach to Research 

The adoption of a more strategic approach to future research across children in detention and out of 

home care is recommended. In particular the identification and addressing of precise information or 

data priorities that will contribute to good decision making in respect of policy and interventions for 

children who may require placement in care or detention is recommended. 

 

There are many aspects of care and detention that could be researched to add to the general body of 

knowledge to inform our response to the needs of children in out of home care and detention. Some 

of the crucial research questions are as follows: 

 

� What factors are contributing to the trend in the number of children entering care and detention? 

� What are the results or outcomes for children in care or detention? 

� What impact does the experience of being in care or detention have on the lives of children? 

� Is care or detention the best options for children?  

� What, if any, are the alternatives to out of home care or detention that might be a better response 

to the needs of children? 

� What factors or features contribute to the best outcomes for children in care or detention? 

� How do children who have been in care or detention fair in life on a range of indicators (such as 

well-being, independent living, educational attainment, employment status, etc.) when compared 

with children who remain at home? 

 

A more strategic approach to research would facilitate the identification and addressing of precise 

information or data that will contribute to good decision making in respect of policy and interventions 

for children who may require placement in care or detention. There are a number of possible 

mechanisms to support and achieve this recommendation. Options for consideration include an 

overall research production and/or dissemination strategy and/or a specific research programme. 
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3. Develop a Performance Monitoring System 

It is recommended that a comprehensive performance monitoring system be devised with agreed 

performance indicators and a data gathering mechanism. The key data points or information that the 

monitoring system should be built around are the number of children that are in care or detention each 

year, the outputs, outcomes and impact of services. This would facilitate an ongoing and robust 

review of the trends and patterns emerging. 

4. Pointers for Consideration in Future Research 

It is recommended that those responsible for research in the area of children in out of home care and 

detention over the next five years should be mindful of the following: 

 

� Focus on What Works to Achieve Positive Outcomes for Children 

Consider what we need to know in order to be confident that the care given to children in detention 

and/or out of home is the best it can be. The results of this audit point towards a need to gather and 

build evidence that will enhance our understanding of what works. Future research must focus on 

finding out ‘what works’, particularly in terms of prevention, early intervention, in-care interventions, 

aftercare, reintegration, inter-agency working and participation. Future research must seek to 

generate evidence, particularly of direct outcomes (i.e. those that can be linked back to the care and 

intervention process). Retrospective and longitudinal studies should form part of the research 

methodologies. 

 

� Commission Robust Evaluation 

Encourage a greater emphasis on robust evaluation of policy and provision in caring for children in out 

of home care and detention. The focus should be on gauging efficacy, efficiency, effectiveness and 

value for money of the range of services and interventions.312  

 

� Collate Good Statistics 

Set up systems to gather up-to-date, accurate statistical information on the numbers entering care or 

detention, continuing in care or detention and leaving care or detention. It is important that all data is 

transparent and user friendly and that it is collated and published annually.  
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� Support Mechanisms 

It is worth considering the range of mechanisms that would support and help achieve the above and 

opting for the best fit. There are a number of potential options such as an overall research production 

and/or dissemination strategy and/or a specific research programme. 

 

� Communication and Sharing 

Finally, it is worth developing web-based methods for easy access to the above information for 

practitioners, policy makers, researchers and other relevant bodies. This will ease the process of 

sharing information, encourage research partnerships and speed up the collective power of bringing 

results to fruition, i.e. making a positive difference to the lives of children in care or detention. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     
312

 Efficacy examines the rationale and continuing relevance of an intervention; efficiency examines how 
resources are deployed; effectiveness examines how performance meets goals, targets and desired outcomes; 
and value for money examines the cost effectiveness of particular options and alternatives. 
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APPENDIX A: GLOSSARY AND ABBREVIATIONS 

 

The Children Acts Advisory Board (the CAAB) was established in July 2007 under s.227 (1) of the 
Children Act, 2001 (as inserted by s.20 of the Child Care (Amendment) Act, 2007). The CAAB 
website is www.caab.ie. 

 

Care Order is granted by the District Court on application by the HSE for children at risk. 

 

Care Plan is an agreed written plan, drawn up in consultation with the child and family and all 
those involved in the care of the child. It covers the current and future care of the child and is 
designed to meet the child’s needs. 

 

Care Staff are staff caring for children in residential units or children detention schools. 

 

Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS) 

 

Child Care Act, 1991 sets out the responsibilities of the Health Service Executive for the care, 
safety, welfare and protection of children. 

 

Children Act, 2001 sets out the responsibilities for the care, support, protection and control of 
young offenders and amends the Child Care Act 1991. 

 

Children Detention Order is an order made by the court that imposes a period of detention on a 
child in a specified place of detention. 

 

Children detention school is a place of detention that provides appropriate educational and 
training programmes and facilities for children referred to them by a court. 

 

Day Foster Care involves trained foster carers providing care on a daily basis in their homes for 
children who then return to their own homes in the evening. 

 

Foster Care involves placement of a child by the HSE with a family that may or may not be 
related to them in accordance with the Child Care (Placement of Children in Foster Care) 
Regulations, 1995 and the Child Care (Placement of Children with Relatives) Regulations, 1995. 
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Fostering First Ireland (FFI) is a private company affiliated to Fostering Network UK. 

 

Relative or Kinship Care is another term to describe foster placement with a family that are 
relatives of the child being placed. 

 

Health Service Executive (HSE) is responsible for providing health and personal social services. 

 

High Support in the Community refers to high support as a methodology that is provided in the 
community. 

 

High support units (HSU) are non-secure residential units for children in care and requiring more 
intensive support than that available in mainstream residential units or foster care. 

 

IAYPIC is the Irish Association of Young People in Care. 

 

In Care means children who have been received into the care of the HSE, either by agreement 
with their parents/guardians or by court order. 

 

Individual Crisis Management Plans (ICMPs). 

 

In Detention means children who have been remanded or committed to a children detention 
school. 

 

IFCA is the Irish Foster Care Association. 

 

IYJS is the Irish Youth Justice Service. 

 

OHS is out of hours service. 

 

Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care (MTFC) is a programme developed in the United States 
to address the needs of young people with behavioural issues, most notably those showing signs 
of delinquency. 

 

National Special Care Admission and Discharge Committee (NSCADC) is comprised of an 
independent chairperson, the managers of special care units and the chairperson of the previous 
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admissions committee of each special care unit. It is part of the HSE and it reviews special care 
applications. The CAAB also has a role to offer its views on special care applications. 

 

NEPS is the National Educational Psychological Service. 

 

Out of Home Care refers to all forms of care or detention for children away from their primary 
family or guardians. It includes mainstream residential care, HSU, SCU, children detention 
schools, other places of detention and foster care. 

 

Residential Care refers to mainstream open residential centres for children. These can be run by 
the HSE or the voluntary or private sectors. 

 

Respite Care is short-term care provided to give a child and their parents or foster carers a break. 

 

Social Worker is a professionally qualified front-line worker who works with individuals, families, 
groups, organisations and communities. 

 

Special care units (SCUs) are secure facilities for children who need special care or protection 
because of a real and substantial risk to their health, safety, development and welfare. 

 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). 

 

Vocational education committees (VECs). 

 

YPPS is the Young Persons Probation Service. 
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