
1. What is this study’s purpose?

The purpose of the study was to produce a summary
analysis of research literature on children in detention and
out of home care in Ireland. The Children Acts Advisory
Board (CAAB) commissioned Eustace Patterson Ltd., and
the work was undertaken by Ann Clarke and Anne
Eustace. The study was co-financed by the CAAB and the
Irish Youth Justice Service (IYJS). It was guided by a steering
group and was independently peer reviewed. Specific areas
of interest for the review are summarised below. 

This briefing note discusses the method of research,
conclusions and recommendations. The full report,
including key findings under the above headings, is
available at www.caab.ie

2. How was the study undertaken?

The literature review involved the researchers drawing on
publications already identified by the CAAB and also
undertaking a number of searches on key terms in order to
identify additional materials. It covered 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).  

Keywords and terms utilised in these searches included
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. The overall analytical framework was
distilled from the specific objectives of the research as
outlined earlier and it was agreed with the steering group. 

3. What are the conclusions?

3.1 Overall Conclusions 

3.1.1 Effectiveness of Services and Interventions
There is limited rigorous Irish evidence on the
effectiveness of the response of services, interventions
or practices to meet 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. 

3.1.2 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
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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 of the
CAAB and its subsequent subsuming into the ‘OMCYA
and other agencies’. 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. 

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, to include sub-programmes,
monitoring, evaluation, etc.

3.1.3 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 require, for a range of
reasons, 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 improve 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 

In the discussion on service outcomes conclusions are
provided under the areas of ascertaining outcomes,
building a body of evidence and important features of
practice. 

The conclusions on important 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 the 180 or so 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. These are presented in the main
report (Chapter 12) to prompt further reflection and
discussion amongst policy makers, decision makers
and researchers. 

3.3 Conclusions on Improving Service
Outcomes

In the discussion on improving service outcomes
conclusions are provided under the areas of evidence-
based research, areas requiring attention and the
importance of outcomes data. 

With regard to areas requiring attention the report notes
that specific areas identified in the literature 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 include:

■ 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, 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 to the 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.
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4. Recommendations

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: 

a. is centred on responding to the needs of the child;

b. is based on a high-level vision that honours the principles of children’s rights, diversion, prevention, early
intervention and family support;

c. encourages decision makers to be mindful of the important practice features itemised in this report (main report,
Chapter 12); 

d. ensures appropriate co-ordination, e.g. cross-departmental and cross-sectoral co-ordination at national, regional
and local level; 

e. has inbuilt systematic monitoring and evaluation systems; 

f. 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:

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

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

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

d. Are care or detention the best options for children? 

e. What, if any, are the alternatives to out of home care or detention that might be a better response to the needs
of children?

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

g. 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.

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.
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For more information: 

Phone 01 635 4100 to speak to Robert Murphy or Gráinne McGill.

Check out www.caab.ie to see this study’s Full Report and online
research database.
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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:

a. 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.

b. 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.1

c. 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. 

d. 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.

e. 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.

1. 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.

This study provides four main benefits. First, it identifies
a wide range of research evidence on children in
detention and out of home care in Ireland and it audits
this research to create a clear understanding of the type
of studies that have and have not been undertaken. In
addition, it supports access to this material through an
online research database (www.caab.ie). 

Second, it summarises the key findings from a large
volume of research evidence under key themes for
children in detention and out of home care, e.g.
governance and management, service and practice,
participation, integration and co-ordination, experience
of children and carers, outcomes etc. 

Third, it draws conclusions on key areas for improving
service outcomes. The conclusions on important practice
features and areas of practice and policy requiring
further attention should be of particular benefit. It
should prompt further reflection and discussion amongst
policy makers, decision makers and academics in an
effort to contribute to building the body of knowledge
around good practice. 

Fourth, it 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. 

5. What is the benefit of this study?
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