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ABSTRACT 

 

The research presented in this thesis was predicated on the need to improve 

service provision and care for children in out-of-home care. Although behavioural 

concerns are prevalent in this population, and frequently serve as the focus for 

interagency discussion, little is known about how the respective stakeholder 

groups in the out-of-home care sector understand and manage challenging 

behaviour. While the complexity of children’s needs necessitates effective 

collaboration between multiple services, relatively little theoretical or practical 

guidance exists about how this can be achieved, particularly in relation to 

supporting children with challenging behaviour. The long term significance of 

unaddressed behavioural issues for placement stability and educational outcomes 

provided the compelling impetus for this research.  

 

The research had two broad aims. First, to identify barriers to collaborative 

practice, using the specific example of stakeholders’ experiences in supporting 

young people in out-of-home care to resolve challenging behaviours. Second, to 

identify what accounts of behaviour are dominant amongst key stakeholders and 

further, to understand what these accounts might mean for the practice of 

collaboration and for the support provided to children in out-of-home care. 

Accordingly, this thesis reports a thematic analysis of the interviews of 92 South 

Australian stakeholders, representing five key stakeholder groups:  foster carers, 

teachers, residential care workers, child mental health workers and child welfare 
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caseworkers. Participants completed semi-structured interviews in which they 

were asked about their understanding of challenging behaviour and their 

experiences in working collaboratively with other stakeholders in order to support 

children.   

 

Thematic analysis of stakeholders’ experiences of collaboration confirmed 

several barriers previously suggested to be important, indicating the universal 

nature of these difficulties, irrespective of the population being serviced. Amongst 

the novel findings, however, was a pervasive ‘triangulation’ in children’s 

relationships, originating in systemic issues, which resulted in markedly 

diminished ability for caregivers and others to implement behavioural 

contingencies and work through conflict in relationship with the child.  

 

Stakeholder discourse about behaviour was then analysed in order to identify 

commonalities and points of divergence in understanding and approaches to 

behaviour. This analysis identified six ways in which behaviour was understood 

and confirmed the dominance of attachment conceptualisations in the out-of-home 

care sector. Accounts of behaviour as arising out of trauma appear to be under-

represented amongst stakeholders. Discrepancies in stakeholders’ accounts were 

discussed, and implicit attributions of control and responsibility inherent in 

accounts were argued to provide a ‘way forward’ for stakeholders seeking a 

common understanding of behaviour. The concept of ‘attachment’ was found to 

be employed in ways that deviate from accepted theory, and the potential 

consequences for policy and practice of these ‘misrepresentations’ of attachment 

was highlighted. 
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Finally, the discourse of one stakeholder group, residential care workers, was 

further analysed. These workers are frequently required to manage extremely 

challenging and difficult to control behaviour. Results provide the opportunity for 

those ‘outside’ the unit to understand the environmental and relationship context 

in which attempts to manage behaviour occur and the unique strains inherent in 

residential work. The policy and practice implications of the research are 

discussed. 
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OVERVIEW 

 

Background to the research 

 

General introduction 

 

There will always be children who, for a variety of reasons, are unable to be 

cared for at home with their biological families. This ultimately results in the child 

being placed in a form of substitute, or ‘out-of-home’ care. Recent Australian 

Institute of Health and Welfare reports (Australian Institute of Health and 

Welfare: AIHW, 2007, 2009) indicate that the number of children living in out-of-

home care is increasing. This is likely to reflect both a combination of policy and 

legislative changes and broader socio-economical and familial stressors, resulting 

from a combination of increased reporting of abuse and possible increasing levels 

of abuse and neglect. Importantly, this change has occurred in the context of the 

decreasing availability of suitable foster placements and a substantial reduction in 

the provision of residential care and group homes over the last two decades 

(Barber, 2001). 

 

As a result of these factors, out-of-home care is increasingly likely to be used 

as a last resort, meaning that only those children with the most complex needs are 

likely to be placed in out-of-home care and, in these circumstances, the 

placements that do occur may be more at risk of breakdown (Barber & Delfabbro, 
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2004; Delfabbro, Barber & Cooper, 2000). Several studies have also identified 

that the challenging behaviours exhibited by children with complex needs feature 

strongly in placement breakdown (e.g., Oosterman, Scheungel, Wim Slot, 

Bullens, Doreleijers, 2007). 

 

According to Emerson (1995) challenging behaviour may be defined as:  

 

Culturally abnormal behaviour(s) of such intensity, frequency or 

duration that the physical safety of the person or others is likely to be 

placed in serious jeopardy, or behaviour which is likely to limit use of, 

or result in the person being denied access to ordinary community 

facilities (p. 4).   

 

Amongst children in out-of-home care, such challenging behaviours appear to 

be extremely common. Children in out-of-home care have higher rates of 

emotional and behavioural problems than either their chronological age peers, or 

peers with similar maltreatment backgrounds (Pilowsky, 1995). Conduct disorder, 

in particular, features strongly (Sawyer, Carbone, Searle & Robinson, 2007) and 

clinical measures of conduct disorder appear predictive of placement breakdown 

(e.g., Barber, Delfabbro & Cooper, 2001). 

 

Providing support to this population of children may be difficult for mental 

health professionals and other stakeholders attempting to address behaviour 

because of the complex interplay of developmental, behavioural, emotional, 

health and educational needs contributing to children’s difficulties (Kortenkamp 
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& Macomber, 2002). However, the prognosis for children who do not receive 

effective intervention and support appears to be poor in terms of educational and 

mental health outcomes (Courtney, Piliavin, Grogan-Kaylor, & Nesmith, 2001; 

Kendall-Tackett, 2002; Landsverk, Davis, Ganger, Newton, & Johnson, 1996). 

 

Children in out-of-home care, by virtue of their complex needs, are likely to 

come into contact with multiple systems and services. It can be argued that 

effective intervention in the case of challenging behaviours necessitates effective 

collaboration between these systems and services (Cottrell, Lucey, Porter & 

Walker, 2000; Morrison, 1996). Examples of the systems, services and 

stakeholder groups that are involved with children in out-of-home care exhibiting 

challenging behaviour include education staff, child mental health workers, 

residential care workers, foster carers and child welfare caseworkers. Ideally, 

these stakeholder groups should work together in order to execute commonly 

identified goals in relation to behaviour change. 

 

Little is known about how such interagency collaboration between key 

stakeholders is affected in practice (Hudson, 2002; Ødegård, 2005). Accordingly, 

this research seeks to explore the reality of collaborative practice amongst 

stakeholders in out-of-home-care, using the specific example of addressing 

challenging behaviour. Given that several promising approaches to intervention 

with maltreated children and to children with conduct difficulties rely on 

collaborative approaches (e.g., Burns, Schoenwald, Burchard, Faw & Santos, 

2000), it is important to understand the experiences of professionals and carers in 

attempting to address such challenging behaviour. 
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Although there has been some limited exploration of the experience of 

interagency collaboration in the case of children’s services, the theoretical and 

empirical foundation for the delivery of effective collaboration in the case of 

children in out-of-home care exhibiting challenging behaviour remains extremely 

limited. 

 

This research will represent a unique contribution to the literature in this area 

for two reasons. First, this appears to be the only attempt to take into account the 

experiences of key stakeholders; namely in teachers, residential care workers and 

foster carers. Second, in contrast to other research which has focused on general 

issues related to interagency collaboration, this research specifically explores the 

experience and practice of key stakeholders attempting to change the problematic 

behaviour exhibited by many children in alternative care.   

 

In previous research, several broad barriers to effective interagency work 

have been described. It appears that a principal barrier to collaboration may be 

good communication which, in turn, may be influenced by the presence of a 

shared terminology and understanding of the behaviours serving the focus of 

intervention. However, the contribution of stakeholders’ understanding of 

behaviour to collaboration has not been explicitly examined.   

 

From a psychological perspective, it has been argued that causal beliefs about 

behaviour can determine the importance placed on collaboration when working 

with parents, and both policy and intervention practice (e.g., Johnson et al., 2000). 
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Beliefs that stakeholders have about behaviour may influence their approach to 

managing behaviour, their willingness to persist and their vulnerability to stress or 

burnout in relation to this behaviour. Additionally, stakeholders may have 

differing explanations for behaviour which may influence the recommendations 

they make for treatment or their preferred intervention approach.  

 

There is some suggestion that the beliefs held about the causes of behaviour 

and the preferred approaches to managing that behaviour may vary as a function 

of professional discipline and stakeholder group membership. Through both 

professional socialisation and via organisational culture, workers in different 

systems may come to view the challenging behaviour of children in out-of-home 

care in a different ways. Alternatively, stakeholders across the different agencies 

surrounding children in care may view behaviour through a very similar lens. It is 

therefore important to understand how stakeholders in the different systems 

conceptualise, manage and intervene with behaviour disorders amongst children 

in alternative care. It could be argued that if one could identify and better 

understand the dominant conceptual frameworks though which behaviour is 

understood to arise, one could target interventions and information more aligned 

with those understandings and contribute to effective collaboration. 

 

Accordingly, this research will identify and report the dominant ways in 

which challenging behaviour is understood by key stakeholder groups in the 

systems involved with out-of-home care in South Australia. In the case of child 

welfare, barriers to interagency collaboration can be delineated into agency level 

barriers and individual level barriers (Darlington, Feeney & Rixon, 2005 a,b). It 
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could be argued that the beliefs and accounts that stakeholders have for behaviour 

constitute such an individual level barrier. These beliefs can inform approaches to 

managing and facilitating change in behaviour and therefore warrant exploration. 

How do foster carers, along with professionals in the different agencies 

surrounding children in care, understand and address problem behaviours; what 

are the similarities and differences in their approaches? What impact will these 

beliefs and accounts of behaviour have on the potential for collaboration? To date, 

this issue does not appear to have been explored across the key agencies and 

stakeholders involved in supporting children in out-of-home care. 

 

Scope of the thesis 

 

It is not the intention of this thesis to conduct a systematic review of the 

literature, or to conduct a comprehensive critical analysis of the literature on 

interagency collaboration or on approaches to managing behaviour. Instead, the 

purpose of the broad literature review presented in this thesis is to synthesise a 

broad body of diverse literature in order to provide a conceptual and theoretical 

context to the study. This body of work is not a social policy analysis or an 

analysis of social work theory or practice. Ultimately, the thesis is an examination 

of the ‘real world’ practice of behaviour management and collaboration, drawing 

on a diverse range of literature and psychological models to do so. 
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Research aims  

 

The first broad aim of this research is to explore barriers to collaborative 

practice, using the specific example of stakeholders’ experiences when attempting 

to support young people in out-of-home care to resolve challenging behaviour. It 

can be argued that such an exploration can add to our understanding of how to 

improve interagency practice in the case of children with complex and 

challenging behaviour in the out-of-home care sector.  

 

This research presents a unique contribution to this broad area because, in 

contrast to previous research; 1) it involves the experiences of stakeholder groups 

that do not appear to have been previously included in research, despite playing an 

essential role in out-of-home care and 2), because it asks about collaboration in 

relation to a specific problem (i.e., reducing challenging behaviour). 

 

The second broad aim of this research is to understand what accounts of 

behaviour are dominant amongst stakeholders and further to understand what 

these accounts might mean for the practice of collaboration and, in turn, for 

children in out-of-home care. It may be argued that identifying dominant accounts 

of behaviour amongst stakeholders can contribute to the formation of a common 

framework of understanding for stakeholders which, in turn, can contribute to 

more effective collaboration. This research attempts to address this question 

through an analysis of stakeholders’ discourse about challenging behaviour to 

identify common themes and points of divergence between stakeholders’ 

accounts. 
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It also reports the separate analysis of the discourse of one of the stakeholder 

groups: namely residential care workers. It may be argued that separate analysis 

of the experiences of an individual stakeholder group can further contribute to 

collaboration by making explicit some of the implicit assumptions about 

behaviour ‘embedded’ in any one group of stakeholders. The interviews of 

residential care workers were selected for further analysis because the experiences 

and approaches of residential care workers do not appear to have been subjected 

to empirical analysis, despite the fact that workers are frequently required to 

manage older children with extremely challenging and difficult to control 

behaviours (Ainsworth, 2001; Bath 2008a; Clough, 2000).  

 

This research represents a unique contribution to the understanding of 

behaviour management in out-of-home care because 1), differences and 

commonalities of understanding do not appear to have been explored before 

across such a wide range of stakeholder groups and 2), there does not appear to 

have been any empirical analysis of individual stakeholder groups in relation to 

how they understand and address challenging behaviour. 

 

Overview of thesis  

 

In order to address these broad issues, this thesis is divided into five sections. 

The first section (Part A: Chapters 1 and 2) contains a broad overview of the 

South Australian out-of-home care context and a review of the literature on 

collaborative practice and on addressing behaviour disorders amongst children in 
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out-of-home care. Chapter 1 provides a very brief overview of out-of-home care 

in Australia and outlines the unique aspects of the historical and policy context in 

which out-of-home care operates in South Australia. Within Chapter 2, the first 

sections (2.1 & 2.2) detail the prevalence of emotional and behavioural disorders 

amongst children in out-of-home care and of conduct disorder in particular. The 

following section (2.3) outlines the importance of collaborative practice for this 

population of children. Sections 2.3.2 to 2.3.4 report what is known about barriers 

to effective collaboration amongst children’s services and highlight the potential 

role of communication and shared language. Section 2.4 draws on the broad 

literature on what is known about stakeholder perceptions about behaviour and 

identifies gaps in the literature about key stakeholders’ perceptions. Finally, 

section 2.5 summarises what is known about effective intervention in this 

population. 

 

Part B (Chapter 3) provides details of the research methodology. It provides 

details of the process of participant recruitment and descriptive information about 

the participants. It provides details of the interview data that formed the basis of 

the research. It further describes the process of thematic analysis utilised in the 

research and provides examples of the coding process that was applied to the data. 

 

Part C (Chapter 4) explores interagency collaboration amongst key South 

Australian stakeholder groups. This chapter provides a more detailed review of 

the literature in relation to effective interagency collaboration. It then reports on 

the analysis of 92 interviews with key stakeholders about their experience and 

practice with respect to supporting young people in out-of-home care who exhibit 
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challenging behaviour. The final sections of this chapter briefly discusses these 

findings in relation to previous research and in relation to the possible 

implications of these findings for interagency practice in South Australia. 

 

Part D (Chapters 5, 6, and 7) explores stakeholders’ understandings of 

behaviour, identifies dominant accounts of behaviour and discusses the 

implications of these findings for interagency practice. Chapter 5 presents an 

analysis of key stakeholder discourse about behaviour and identifies dominant 

themes as they appeared in the talk of participants interviewed for this research. 

Chapter 6 isolates one type of account given for challenging behaviour (i.e., 

behaviour as arising out of ‘attachment disorder’) and subjects this to further 

analysis. It identifies ways in which attachment disorder is variously constructed 

and analyses the implications for these constructions for practice. Chapter 7 

presents an analysis of the discourse about behaviour provided by one stakeholder 

group; namely residential care workers. It further discusses the implications for 

collaborative work arising from the unique issues raised in residential care 

workers’ talk about managing challenging behaviour. 

 

Part E (Chapter 8) integrates the findings of the thematic analyses of 

collaborative practice and stakeholders’ talk about managing challenging 

behaviour and considers the implications for services seeking to support children 

in out-of-home care. It further identifies apparent limitations to stakeholders’ 

everyday understanding of challenging behaviour and makes recommendations 

for improving frameworks of understanding about challenging behaviour amongst 

stakeholders in South Australia. Finally, it identifies methodologies and future 
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potential areas of research that will contribute to better communication and 

understanding about challenging behaviour amongst stakeholders supporting 

children in out-of-home care. 
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