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Abstract 

Young people leaving state care face high risks of social and economic 

marginalization. Leaving care plans are an important and understudied strategy for 

minimizing these risks. However there is surprisingly limited information on how 

young people experience the planning process and its outcomes. In this paper we 

explore these experiences, drawing upon interview data with 77 care leavers. We 

argue that the logic of the system de-contextualizes the experiences and needs of care 

leavers. It is premised simultaneously on an individualistic understanding of young 

people’s lives and a de-personalized approach to care.  We conclude that a more 

effective system will not respond to immediate institutional imperatives of 

transitioning young people, but rather will be referenced to an alternative focus on the 

sustained and holistic development of psycho-social resources for young people. 
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Introduction 

Each year in Australia, 1,500 people between the ages of 15-17 age out of the state 

care system
1
 (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2010); at that point in their 

lives, the state’s legal responsibility for their care ends. Ageing out of state care 

                                                        
1 In this paper we adopt the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2010: 37) definition of 
state care that includes people under the age of 18 who are being accommodated overnight 
because they are unable to live with their parents.  
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represents an important, anticipated and feared process of transition in the lives of 

young people. It is also a significant policy challenge for the state and service workers 

as the generative possibilities of independence are tempered by the high risks of social 

exclusion and disadvantage faced by care leavers (Stein, 2008). For many, social and 

economic marginalization will be the continuing experience of their post-care lives 

(Mendes & Moslehuddin, 2004).  

 

Leaving care plans (also described as transition documents and final case plans) are 

an important and understudied strategy in supporting young people as they leave care 

and become independent adults. Australian jurisdictions differ in the policies and 

practices that apply to young people leaving care but the significance of planning is 

evident in recently developed national policy guidelines (Department of Families 

Housing Community Services and Indigenous Affairs together with the National 

Framework Implementation Working Group, 2011a, 2011b). In their ideal form, these 

plans incorporate a proactive process in which young people are assisted over time to 

develop the life skills, strategies and resources they need to establish and maintain a 

life post-care (McDowall 2011). If they are conducted effectively, leaving care plans 

can increase the chances of a successful transition to post-care life. However, the 

limited existing studies tend to highlight the failings of leaving care plans more so 

than their effectiveness. Studies point to an absence of plans, their lack of relevance 

for young people who often feel disengaged from the process, and their 

ineffectiveness in meeting complex needs (Gaskell, 2010; G.  Johnson & Natalier, 

2010; G. Johnson et al., 2010; McDowall, 2011; Rogers, 2011). These difficulties are 

contextualized within an abrupt end to state care and an expectation of immediate 

adult self-sufficiency and independence (Propp, Ortega, & NewHeart, 2003).   
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Our aim in this paper is to contribute to the knowledge base of transition planning 

practices from the perspective of the young people they are designed to assist. We 

argue that the problems of leaving care plans represent more than limited resources or 

the need for more efficient service provision. Rather, the logic of the system de-

contextualizes the experiences and needs of care leavers. It is premised 

simultaneously on an individualistic understanding of young people’s lives and a de-

personalized approach to care.   

 

Study methods  

The data we present in this paper were generated through in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews with 40 women and 37 men (total n = 77) who had left state care. Housing 

outcomes were the focus of the initial study but our choice of methods was informed 

by a desire to contextualize experiences in a way that reflected young people’s own 

understandings and gave them agency in how they chose to share insights into their 

lives. Semi-structured interviews allowed the researchers to work with participants to 

generate information on the topics listed above, and on any other issues the young 

people thought were important. Our discussion reflects themes we identified through 

inductive thematic analysis.   

 

Young people were recruited through agencies located in inner city, suburban and 

regional locations in Western Australia (n=35) and Victoria (n=42). At the time of  

the study both states had legislated leaving care services, although the details were 

different (see Trombin 2008 and McDowall 2009 for further details). The mean age of 

the sample was 20.5 years old. The sample had an average time out of care of just 



5 
 

under four years. Most of the sample (n=62) were receiving financial support from the 

government. Approximately half had been evicted from accommodation at some stage 

in their post care lives. Just less than three quarters (n= 56) had spent time living on 

the streets; 20 were homeless at the time of the study. Thirty-three participants 

experienced mental health issues, 19 had been incarcerated in juvenile detention, 41 

reported substance abuse and 41 had not completed post-compulsory education. The 

diversity of experiences reflects the marginalized situation of many young care 

leavers, but we are not claiming to generalize ‘about the distribution of experiences or 

processes, but to generalize about the nature and interpretive processes involved in the 

experiences’ (Rice and Ezzy 1999: 52). 

 

Findings 

In this section we explore the poor fit between young people’s needs and their 

experiences of the leaving care planning process. Our analysis indicates four tensions: 

two inherent in the care system and two in the transition experience. First, the 

‘support’ provided was often depersonalized. Second, discourses and practices of the 

system were oriented towards self-responsibility and yet often offered options that did 

not meet young people’s needs and desires for independence. Third, ageing out is an 

emotional process: while young people experienced a desire for autonomy, they felt 

alienated by the push into independence. Fourth and finally, transition was 

experienced as an intense ‘moment’ when care ceased, rather than a meaningful 

process. Together, these tensions indicate a set of practices that can provide young 

people with limited resources but rarely compensated for their disempowerment and 

often failed to engage young people as individuals.  
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The first tension refers to the way in which rationalized resources and practices 

cannot respond to young people’s needs for personal connection and support. This 

was particularly evident in how young people conceptualized their relationships with 

support personnel, particularly in residential care.  

 

While some young people reported that ‘my workers [and I] had a really close bond 

(Jane)’, many felt that these employees did not really engage with them personally. 

Paul recognized he needed supported accommodation, but felt it was ‘wrong’ to live 

with ‘someone who is getting paid to watch over me’, and that care was provided out 

of duty. Kelly had obtained her case file via freedom of information, and reflected on 

the sterility of her interactions with case workers;  

K: Like, each night when I was in care they were reporting how I was on drugs 

and they never spoke to me about it.  

Q: So they didn't really engage with you? 

K: Not on that level. It was almost like maybe that wasn't their role. Maybe they 

were just there to just residentially look after me. 

This reflection demonstrates confusion around the legitimate role of workers in young 

people’s lives.  Care leavers often describe feeling very isolated, ‘like there was no 

one I could talk to’ (Jacqueline), and spoke about needing an ‘advocate’ (Indira), and 

how ‘that level of support from even someone who’s paid to work with you can still 

be significant’ (Brandon). Significant adults were largely absent from their lives, 

however, and high staff turnover and the mobility of young people in care further 

fractured relationships as ‘you've got to keep explaining your story over and over 

again’ (Peter). The systems of care were often a poor substitute for real relationships 

and meaningful connections, and contributed to young people’s disengagement from 
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leaving care planning processes.  

 

The second tension refers to the discourses of self-responsibility inherent in the logic 

of care transitions. Institutions provide services aimed at fostering independence and 

self-reliance amongst care leavers, and the language used by workers and care-leavers 

alike was around moving towards ‘independence’. However the application of this 

was problematic as young people were often disengaged from the system, or were 

offered options not suited to their needs. 

 

At their best, institutions provided housing options and skill-building for employment 

and independent householding (for example, help with resumes, budgeting and meal 

planning). When the necessary services were not forthcoming, young people 

described themselves as instrumental in securing support. Shelley commented, 

‘[agencies] organized a little bit but I did the rest’. John explains ‘I learnt the system 

very quick with Centrelink’. As a corollary to this Kelly notes: ‘kids who have been 

through state care, I reckon we know our rights pretty well’. Here, young people 

demonstrate knowledge of the system, their rights and responsibilities. These rights, 

and leaving care processes, become disrupted when young people disengage from 

care.  

 

Disengagement from care is common, and takes two main forms. The first is when 

young people attain a (often temporary) level of independence from state services or 

return to the care of their families. In these instances, care becomes the purview of the 

individual and their biological family, regardless of resources and future needs. 

Magda explains: ‘[Care leavers] who do well at school, don't get in trouble with the 
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law always get overlooked…like, they can't help me because I help myself.’  

 

The second form is when complex needs or life circumstances mean young people 

disengage from services – or services are unable to meaningfully continue to engage 

them. Brendan describes his transition in terms that problematize his own self-

responsibility rather than the gaps in services: 

I was still on my [juvenile correction] order till I was 18, but then I went into a 

program called Leaving Care Program. That didn’t really do much for me. 

Didn’t really have much contact with the worker because I using heavily. So 

that’s probably my own fault.  

 

While care leavers emphasize responsibility and independence, they characterize their 

leaving care planning, when it did occur, as positioning them with ‘no choices’ or no 

‘say’. Regardless of the level of young people’s engagement with the care system, 

leaving care plans offered few meaningful options that could be chosen according to 

their relevance and value for individual’s lives. Planning was not a self-directed or 

proactive process.  Future trajectories were referenced to the limited options available   

within the constraints of existing structures, institutions and personal resources. For 

example, Kelly commented: ‘[planning] is really important and it was non existent… 

there was no plan for the future for me other than I was leaving care and going back 

to my parents to do detox’.  Sally experienced similar limited options:  

S: The only sort of housing they come up with was [high care], it just wasn’t for 

me. And they said, ‘Oh, that’s the only option. You’ve got no other option than 

that’. 

Q: Were you frustrated, though, that you’d been referred to this place?  
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S: Yeah, I was really frustrated and angry.  

Leaving care plans are ostensibly involving young people in achieving independence. 

However, the assistance offered by care planning was often limited to a narrow band 

of undesirable or irrelevant options, which left young people feeling alienated from 

the process and constrained in their bid for an appropriate level of independence.  

 

The third tension lies in the affect of care leaving.  Young people were both relieved 

and anxious about their transition to independent living. They described themselves as 

‘excited’ (Jane) by the prospect independence because they conceptualized this as 

having more control over their own lives and their own space.  Matilda remembers, ‘I 

felt really free…. I was actually counting down the days until my ward ended. It was 

just hell, literally… It was like good bye DCP, hello my life’.  Other comments reflect 

how care leaving was seen as a welcome end to the constraints of care as: ‘...you’ve 

had so much of their rules that you lose respect, because you have made, been made 

to feel so shit by their rules, because they’re trying to enforce something that you 

know yourself is wrong [for me]’ (Miranda). 

 

Young people were also apprehensive about what their lives held, post-care. Their 

complex lives meant that the end of care could be chaotic and feel abrupt, leading to 

‘a lot of uneasy feelings’ (John). The feelings include a sense of ‘rejection’ (Esther), 

‘feeling betrayed’ (Chris) and ‘scared’ (Trisha). This was compounded by the absence 

of social supports which meant that ‘[transition] was upsetting because I knew that 

now I’m on my own, completely’ (Rachael). Although transition plans aim to give 

young people the independence they need and desire, care leavers often felt 

profoundly lost, frustrated, ignored and ultimately disempowered by the process. 
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In the context of the above discussion, the fourth tension, between transition as an 

intense ‘moment’ for young people rather than a process in which they are 

meaningfully engaged, is particularly problematic for young people.  Legally and in 

its most simplified temporal form, the transition out of care is abrupt and identifiable:  

‘once you get to the age of an adult – and there is none of this 25 business, it is 18, 

man - you are on your own’ (Ted). John also experienced ‘pressure… to move out [of 

foster care] by the time you turn 18, get on your own two feet… it was a real push to 

get out’. The pressure of transition reflects the imperative to leave care, regardless of 

the needs or abilities of young people. John reflects on why he needed a more 

sustained preparation for transition;  

[Transition] just went too quick for me… [I] just didn't pickup on a lot of 

things…because I was at a young age I was all over the place and because at 

that young age you just don't care. But where you've got older people that have 

been through it before, they could settle you down and tell you what to do and 

which way to go without getting yourself into trouble or hurt.  

Thus, inadequate care planning is necessitated by the imperatives of transition which 

focuses on exiting the young person from care, rather than a significant, supported 

transition into independence.  

 

Conclusion 

The tensions inherent in service provision around the time of leaving care are that 

despite enormous needs for personal and consistent support, young people’s 

relationships with care providers were largely instrumental in nature. While young 

people drew upon discourses of self-reliance to describe their mastery of the 

‘systems’, they were often disengaged from, or experienced more constraint than 
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freedom under, those systems.  They desired incremental advances towards 

autonomy, but often experienced leaving care as a juggernaut, an impersonal process 

they felt poorly equipped to direct. The system responds to the immediate institutional 

imperatives of transitioning young people, rather than an alternative focus on the 

sustained and holistic development of psycho-social resources for young people. 

Grace puts it bluntly:  

... they’ve got to be honest with kids and they’ve got to help them right from the 

time they’re like 13 or something. You know, they’ve got to teach them 

budgeting skills, got to help them get over the drug problems, they’ve got to 

help them build character, and build independence from about the time they’re 

13. ‘Cause believe me, once you are not with your parents that’s when you are 

an adult.  

 

We conclude that any legislative provisions and pragmatic planning for a post-care 

future must do more than specify a list of aims and activities that will presumably lead 

to independence if fulfilled.  Planning needs to be considered in the context of an 

interpellation of structural, institutional, relational and individual elements of young 

people’s lives.  These shape the availability of a meaningful planning process when 

leaving care and then contribute to young people’s marginalization from, or 

incorporation into, social structures and resources post-care. 
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