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Juvenile offending is recognised as a major problem in societies around 

the world.  In Australia, we have been struggling for many years with the 

problem of youth engaging in crime.  Offender rates among the fifteen to 

nineteen year old age group have been consistently higher than those in all other 

age groups for well over a decade (Australian Institute of Criminology, 2008).  

The situation is not helped by inept or ill-advised parenting, which in turn 

contributes to another major factor in juvenile crime – the  growing problems of 

drug and alcohol abuse amongst children and teenagers.  Young people are 

growing up with inadequate parental guidance or direction, and often go on to 

parent their own children in the same manner.  Somewhere along the way, the 

cycle of needs to be broken.  Therapeutic foster care is being touted as a possible 

circuit-breaker for children who are removed from the care of their parents; 

creating a shift in both nature and nurture for both these children.  But just how 

much impact can therapeutic foster care have on the rates of juvenile offending 

and re-offending? 

 

 To analyse the effectiveness of solutions, we must first understand the 

problem.  All over the country, the average age of offenders is remarkably low.  

In 2007 over 30% of armed robberies were carried out by offenders aged 17 or 
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under, and earlier this month the Herald Sun reported that police dealt with 

almost 10,000 Victorian children under the age of 14 last year alone (Australian 

Institute of Criminology, 2008;  Collier, 2008).  The Herald Sun went on to report 

that the number of children aged between ten and fourteen who were involved 

with police in the year 2006-2007 grew by 18% (Collier, 2008).  These figures do 

not even take into account children who are considered too young for conviction 

(those under the age of ten) although given the rise in the ten to fourteen year old 

age group, we can assume that there must be some growth in criminal activity in 

the under-ten age group also.  Just what do statistics like this say about the 

quality of parenting in our society?   

 

 Equally as worrying are the statistics regarding the rates of re-offending 

among juveniles in our country.  Research has regularly shown that as many as 

70% of all Australian juvenile offenders will be involved with the adult 

corrections system later in life, despite the many programs put in place to 

rehabilitate young offenders (Chen, Matruglio, Weatherburn & Hua, 2005; 

Lynch, Buckman and Krenske, 2003; Roberts, 2005).  But the problem does not 

stop there; the Australian Institute of Criminology has shown that "the most 

serious and persistent adult offenders had been detained as a juvenile " - an 
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extremely worrying fact, given the extremely high rates of juvenile offending we 

are witnessing (Makkai, 2004).  This indicates that there are some chronic 

systemic problems with the ways we manage juvenile offenders here in 

Australia. 

 

 Although the issues and figures are similar in many parts of the world, the 

United Kingdom and the United States of America in particular, there have been 

some advancements.  The United Kingdom, for example, has been reporting that 

various measures taken to combat the problem are having an effect, and that re-

offending rates among juveniles are falling (Whiting & Cuppleditch, 2006).  

Evidently, there are ways in which we can combat this problem, we simply need 

to know what we are up against. Armed with an understanding of the causes of 

juvenile offending we can begin to make some changes. 

 

 There are many well-known factors, stemming from both nature and 

nurture, which contribute to juvenile offending.  One of the most well-

documented issues related to juvenile crime, however, is poverty.  Bodies as 

influential as the United Nations regularly assert that crime is often a 

consequence of poverty (United Nations News & Media Division, 2008).  If one 
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were to stop any passerby on the street and ask them to name one of the major 

causes of crime and it is almost guaranteed that poverty will be at the top of the 

list.  Why?  Living in poverty contributes to the likelihood of a person engaging 

in criminal behaviour for a number of reasons, as  Dr. Tom O'Connor, the 

Program Manager of Criminal Justice at Austin Peay State University, opines 

below: 

 

Social isolation and economic stress are two main products of poverty, which 

has long been associated with a number of D-words like disorganization, 

dilapidation, deterioration, and despair. Pervasive poverty undermines the 

relevance of school and traditional routes of upward mobility. The way police 

patrol poverty areas like an occupying army only reinforces the idea that 

society is the enemy whom they should hate. Poverty breeds conditions that 

are conducive to crime.   (2008) 

 

 Poverty and fatherlessness are often interrelated issues, as single-parent 

families, over 90% of which are headed by women, are far more likely to be 

financially worse off that two-parent families (Hanson, Heims, Julian & Sussman, 

1995).  Despite a lack of clear evidence to indicate why, fatherlessness as a factor 

distinct from poverty has also been proven to be a major contributor in the 
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predisposition of young people to commit crime (O,Connor, 2008; United States 

Department of Health & Human Services, 1993).   An astounding 85% of all 

youths in American prisons in the early 1990s grew up in fatherless homes, and 

53% of all inmates in those same prisons, both adults and children, had grown 

up without their fathers (United States Bureau of Justice Statistics , 1991).  The 

same research also showed that former foster children are over-represented in 

many prison systems (United States Bureau of Justice Statistics , 1991). Other 

factors to do with a young person's family, such as domestic violence or other 

family conflict, also influence the likelihood that the young person will be 

involved in crime (Allen-Meares & Fraser, 2004).   

  

 All other factors aside, there is one factor which can single-handedly 

increase the chance of a young person being involved in crime by a staggering 

97% - the experience of being maltreated as a child through abuse or severe 

neglect (Casey Family Program, 1998).  For obvious reasons, these are the young 

people who are most likely to be placed in foster care at some point in their 

childhood or adolescence.  Although the data available about the families of 

children who enter care is woefully inadequate, practice wisdom and common 

sense tell us that these children are likely to also have one or more other factors 
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in their lives which would predispose them to be involved in criminal activity.   

 

It is important to note here that not all children and young people in foster 

care are involved with the child protection system.  Many children placed in 

foster care are there on a voluntary basis; a parent or older child has requested a 

foster care placement for a set period of time in order to assist in times of crisis or 

difficulty.  Children and young people who enter the child protection system 

often come from families that are socially isolated, struggling with poverty or 

homelessness, and have extreme internal conflict or domestic violence, and as a 

result are up to three times more likely to be cautioned by police or convicted of 

an offence than their peers (Department of Health, 2003).  Many of these children 

and young people have also been raised in blended or single-parent families, or 

will have lacked appropriate role models (Shared Stories Shared Lives Victoria, 

2006).  Although many children and young people who are placed in foster care 

on a voluntary basis may come from similar backgrounds as those involved with 

the child protection system, they generally have not experienced the same levels 

of trauma, abuse and neglect as the latter (Shared Stories Shared Lives Victoria, 

2006). 
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 Compared with the general population, a higher incidence of many other 

problems also exists within the child protection clientele. These problems include 

educational under-achievement,  Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, Foetal 

Alcohol Syndrome, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, disorganised patterns of 

attachment to primary caregivers and a wide range of other physical and mental 

health problems (Centre For School Mental Health, 2008; Community Paediatrics 

Committee, 2008; Velsor-Friedrich, 1992).  The odds are clearly stacked against 

these young people when it comes to living a happy, healthy life, making them 

one of the most vulnerable groups of people in our society.  Who advocates for 

their needs? 

 

 In recognition of the issues faced by children and young people who enter 

foster care via the child protection system, many countries around the world 

have begun to re-examine their child protection systems.  Countries such as 

Sweden, Iceland, Norway, the United Kingdom, Canada, the United States, and, 

recently, Australia, have all implemented programs focused on providing 

children and young people with a  'therapeutic' care environment which will 

allow them to recover from the effects of past trauma and improve their ability to 

function in society.  These programs are called Therapeutic, or Treatment, Foster 
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Care, and typically cater to children who have higher levels of emotional needs 

and behavioural challenges than children in conventional foster care programs.  

Foster care placements made through these programs are generally supported by 

wraparound services, with intensive clinical help being offered to the children 

and young people in placement (Popple & Vecchiolla, 2007).  The goal of 

programs such as these is to decrease problem behaviour, including delinquency 

and criminal behaviour, and to increase developmentally appropriate normative 

and pro-social behaviour in children and young people who are in need of foster 

care.  It has been shown that Therapeutic Foster Care helps to tackle many of the 

causes of juvenile offending by helping children and young people feel socially 

connected, providing them with appropriate role models, and assisting them in 

dealing with their experiences of trauma and abuse (Carter, 2002; Hughes 2006).   

 

 Essentially a more specialized form of foster care, the term Therapeutic or 

Treatment Foster Care refers to a foster care setting in which carers receive 

additional training and support to care for children with special needs, such as a 

psychiatric disorder, or extreme emotional or behavioural problems (Popple & 

Vecchiolla, 2007).  Within Therapeutic Foster Care programs there is generally a 

limit of one child per foster care household, although small sibling groups may 
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still be placed together dependent on circumstances. This is in itself an 

improvement on the regular foster care system, where several children from 

different families can at times be placed within the one foster care household, 

often resulting in an inadequate focus on the needs of each individual child in 

care, and the possibility of vulnerable children and young people developing 

additional anti-social behaviours as a result of further exposure to others who 

have experienced severe trauma and abuse.   

 

It is important to note that children in Therapeutic Foster Care programs 

may be placed in many different household types – not just traditional nuclear 

families.  The type of household  a child is placed in is dependent upon 

suitability and availability, and other common household types include single-

parent households, heterosexual and homosexual couples with or without 

children, and single person households (Shared Stories, Shared Lives Victoria, 

2006).   

 

 Treatment for children in Therapeutic Foster Care takes place primarily in 

the child's daily living space, and is generally an all-encompassing experience 

involving their foster family, birth family, school and community.  Despite 
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minimal data about the outcomes of these programs in Australia, their success 

overseas has already prompted many discussions within the sector about the 

benefits of making the therapeutic model the standard form of foster care across 

the board, a move which would make our country a leader in the field. 

 

The general competency of the foster care service needs to move beyond its 150 

year old remit of viewing care as 'boarding out'.  What the service is now 

required to do in addition to providing decent accodmodation and family life 

is to reduce the risks in the life of any one child; and to build the coping and 

protective factors for any one child.  (Carter, 2002). 

 

 Therapeutic Foster Care programs now exist in a number of forms around 

Australia.   One of the most recent additions, The Circle Program, which has 

been developed by the Australian Childhood Foundation and the Department of 

Human Services, draws from innovative foster care models around the world 

and is currently in its second year of implementation as a pilot program across 

Victoria.  The program focuses on the development of a structured 'care team' 

around the child or young person, with a primary feature being the increased 

involvement of the foster carer in case planning meetings and decision-making.  

There is also a strong emphasis placed on placement stability.  Due to the need to 
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study the effects of a more intensive care model on a wide range of children the 

small number of available placements in the Circle Program are allocated at 

random.   

 

 Another good example of a program with a more specific focus is the 

Treatment And Care For Kids (TrACK) program, which is run by the Australian 

Childhood Foundation in partnership with Anglicare Victoria.  The TrACK 

program was established as a therapeutic program specifically for children in 

care between seven and thirteen years of age who had highly sexualised or 

violent behaviours.  Upon entering care many of these children may be 

depressed, withdrawn or aggressive, and most will have some form of 

attachment disorder.   

 

 Foster carers for the TrACK program are experienced foster carers who 

receive extra training, support and reimbursement in order to take on children 

with particularly challenging behaviours.  Children in the program receive 

regular therapy, and foster carers also consult frequently with another therapist 

whose job is to work with the carer to manage the child's behaviour in a positive 

manner.  The child's school teacher, birth parents, agency case worker, and any 
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other relevant parties such as mentors or sporting coaches are also involved in 

the care team.  Unlike the Circle Program, entry into the TrACK program is 

strictly by referral, and since the number of placements available are quite small 

only children with extremely complex needs can be accepted.   

 

 There are many important elements to programs like Treatment And Care 

For Kids, but the most important part of all Therapeutic Foster Care programs is 

the provision of therapeutic reparenting as part of the day-to-day care of the 

children and young people in these programs.  A healing environment is created 

by setting a positive family tone, which is often met with resistance from the 

child or young person, who may seek to replicate the negative emotional tone of 

their family home (Hughes, 2006).  Often these children will have learned 

inappropriate responses to various situations, and may have missed out on many 

of the experiences that mainstream children go through with their primary 

caregiver, many of which are the key to healthy childhood development such as: 

 

• being held 

• having someone respond to them when they cry 

• developing speech and conversation 
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• being read to 

• being bathed 

• being fed 

• generally having their needs met 

 

In addition, they are highly likely to have a range of seemingly bizarre 

behaviour, which, when understood, can communicate volumes to the foster 

carer about the needs of the child.  Children and young people in foster care are 

often unable to regulate stress, or to form secure relationships, and many 

regularly exhibit rage or fear towards their primary carers (Cairns, 2002).   

 

In more acute cases they may have little awareness or control of physical 

sensations, may overreact to minor events, wear inappropriate clothing for the 

weather, and not know how much they need to eat or how to distinguish 

tastes.  They may be fearful of rejection and as a way of increasing control over 

their lives may deliberately act in ways to encourage rejection.  Sometimes their 

sense of 'reality' is based on a lack of structure or routine in their lives.  As a 

result they may have little sense of time, the order of events, or they may show 

little conscience about lying or stealing.  They may be unable to show affection 

or may be indiscriminate with affection.  They may laugh or cry 
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inappropriately or act inappropriately in social situations.  They may have a 

history of disrupted previous foster care placements and this will have added 

to their difficulties.  (Kent City Council, 2008)  

 

Research tells us that children and young people require three things in 

order to successfully recover from the trauma they have suffered – safety, secure 

attachment relationships, and the ability to express what has happened (Cairns, 

2002).  Therapeutic Foster Care programs focus on providing these three things 

for children and young people within the programs.  Children and young people 

are assisted in forming a secure attachment to a primary caregiver, to regress 

where necessary and, with the help of their foster carer(s) and therapist, relearn 

appropriate behaviour to express their needs and feelings.  The caregiver nutures 

the child or young person both emotionally and physically, and affection is 

encouraged on ‘parental terms’, with the caregiver taking the lead in order to 

reduce control and manipulation by the child or young person (Hughes, 2006).   

 

It is the task of the care team to learn as much as possible about the child 

and their history, and  help them to overcome traumatic events in their lives.  

This is achieved through providing a safe space for the child or young person in 

the carer’s home in conjuction with ongoing therapy for the child or young 
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person (Cairns, 2002).  Often the ways in which these children and young people 

relate to other people can be highly inappropriate, and can be much more readily 

understood when one understands their early life experiences (Hughes, 2006).  

Therefore, by giving a child or young person the ability to express what has 

happened to them we are making the task of assisting them to regulate their 

behaviour more acheivable.     

 

The child's ability to manage both stress and shame need to be constantly 

appraised and re-appraised.  Initially the environment should be constructed to 

keep both to an absolute minimum, and then gradually more everyday stresses 

and ordinary shame-inducing experiences can be added for the child to learn 

self-management in a setting increasingly similar to that of their peers.  (Cairns, 

2002).   

 

Little by little, with patience and understanding, children and young people 

receiving therapeutic care may slowly be able to process complex feelings which 

may have previously resulted in anger or violence.  Eventually, they should 

begin to demonstrate more socially acceptable behaviours in lieu of their former 

antisocial tendencies (Cairns, 2002; Hughes, 2006).   
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 It is on this understanding that countries such as Canada, the United 

Kingdom and the United States of America have started using Therapeutic 

Foster Care as a form of community-based program for young offenders 

(McNeish, Newman & Roberts, 2002).  Unfortunately, most of the information 

we currently have on ‘what works’ when it comes these programs relies almost 

exclusively on research carried out overseas, however the results are promising.  

Evaluations made in the USA have found that young offenders who have been 

placed with “specially trained and supported foster parents were less likely to be 

imprisoned subsequently than those given alternative community placements” 

and that recidivist young offenders were less likely to be arrested following time 

in a Therapeutic Foster Care setting than those living elsewhere (McNeish et. al, 

2002, p. 171; Chamberlain, 1998).    

  

 In England and Wales Therapeutic Foster Care households are 

increasingly being used as ‘remand homes’, and there are indications that these 

programs are being successful in reducing rates of re-offending among the 

children and young people involved (McNeish et. al, 2002).  An assessment of 

several of these programs identified the strengths of using the Therapeutic Foster 

Care model in this way was its ability to divert troubled young people from 
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further criminal activity by giving them a glimpse of a more rewarding, less 

antisocial lifestyle (Dartington Social Research Unit, 2003).  Like evaluations of 

similar programs in the USA, this assessment found that comprehensive training 

and support for foster families was vital to avoiding placement breakdown and 

the overall success of the programs (Dartington Social Research Unit, 2003). 

 

 Given these results, why are we not wholeheartedly embracing 

Therapeutic Foster Care as our foster care system of choice for all child 

protection clients?  Quite simply, the answer is cost.  Therapeutic Foster Care 

programs are much more expensive than regular foster care programs, requiring 

extra staff, additional specialised training, intensive case-worker support, and 

higher rates of reimbursement for foster carers.    However, studies show that for 

every US dollar communities invest in Therapeutic Foster Care today, we are 

likely to save fourteen US dollars in future justice system costs (National Centre 

For Health Marketing, 2004; National Guideline Clearinghouse, 2008).  Evidently, 

cost should not stop us, but rather should motivate us further to investigate the 

possibilities of the Therapeutic Foster Care system.   

 

 Research like that undertaken by the Dartington Social Research Unit in 
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the UK and Chamberlain in the USA is starting to show that programs are not 

only improving outcomes for children and young people in general, but can 

actually assist them in avoiding lives of crime (2003; 1998).  Given foster 

children’s disproportionate exposure to causes of future criminal behaviour, it is 

vital that foster care programs work on reducing the affect of this exposure on all 

children and young people within the child protection system.  Therapeutic 

Foster Care is a proven way of acheiving this goal.   

 

If we do not act now, the young offenders in our child protection system 

will continue to become adults, and many will have children of their own.  

Research tells us that this new generation of children will grow up more likely to 

offend than those born to non-criminal parents, and so the cycle will continue 

(Graham & Bowling, 1995).   We must embrace the concept of Therapeutic Foster 

Care as a tool for reducing offending and re-offending rates among children and 

young people, and fully explore everything this system has to offer through 

detailed evaluation of programs abroad as well as continued comprehensive 

research at a local level. 
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