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ABSTRACT

There is significant local and international evidence to show that young people transitioning from care have children by age 21

at far higher rates than the general youth population. Intergenerational child protection involvement is also far higher for this

group. Conducting research with care leaver parents is challenging because of parental fears of child protection involvement and

removal of their own children. Without participatory and engaging research approaches, the evidence base overall can omit the

valuable perspectives of hardly reached groups. This paper presents findings from a novel approach to participatory research
with ‘hard to reach’ or ‘hardly reached’ groups and is co-authored by one of two ‘Lived Experience Consultants’ contributing to
the study. Taking an ‘extrospective’ approach to inquiry, the lead author designed a data collection process that sought to increase
the opportunity for Lived Experience Consultants to contribute to the project as subject matter experts, rather than research

‘subjects’. Care experienced parents’ perspectives as Lived Experience Consultants in this research complemented findings from

service providers reported elsewhere and illuminated critical practice-based issues, creating barriers to pregnancy prevention

and parenting support in Australia.

1 | Introduction

We are beginning to better understand how deficit-focused
framing of young people's transitions from care can rein-
force stigma in social services and institutions (Productivity
Commission 2024). For care leaver parents, stigma associated
with their histories in government care can influence sys-
temic discrimination, which for care experienced parents can
manifest as ‘surveillance bias’, where engagement with formal
supports can increase the likelihood of being reported to child
protective services (Dominelli et al. 2005; Dworsky 2015;
Purtell, Mendes, and Saunders 2021). Research on transi-
tions from care has long highlighted poor outcomes into
adulthood such as unemployment or low-income employ-
ment, higher rates of depression, convictions, homelessness

and poor health (Mendes, Johnson, and Moslehuddin 2012;
Sacker et al. 2021; Stein 2012). Poor outcomes have been at-
tributed to a range of factors including abuse and neglect
in childhood before placement in care, poor mental health
in childhood and adolescence, lower literacy levels and low
educational attainment (Sacker et al. 2021). Up until recent
extended care reforms across Australia, young people were
expected to face and overcome such challenges independently
from 18years of age or earlier (Mendes and Rogers 2020).
Young people transitioning from care with a pregnancy and/
or children have been tasked with caring for themselves and
providing a secure home for their children often without the
financial, practical and emotional supports that parents in the
community often rely on families and friends for (Gill, Page,
and Hairston 2023). Recent research has highlighted the
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importance of communities of support and meaningful social
relationships for care experienced parents in building a sense
of belonging and self-sustaining social, community and famil-
ial networks (Gill, Page, and Hairston 2023).

1.1 | Valuing Lived Experience Representation

One way to counter deficit-focussed framing of care leavers'
challenges is to increase lived experience representation in
research and policy (Purtell 2023). Research approaches that
value lived experience can also better engage ‘hard to reach’
or ‘hardly reached’ groups and enhance the depth of our un-
derstanding of complex issues (Gill 2022; Schwarz, Nydegger,
and Hill 2023). The actions of service providers can be per-
ceived as unsupportive by young individuals, eroding trust
and access to services (Keddell 2017; Munro 2019; Purtell,
Mendes, and Saunders 2021). Through sharing personal nar-
ratives like that of the co-author—who faced marginalisation
due to experiences in out-of-home care—there is an opportu-
nity for broader social change by recognising the value of lived
experience in informing policies and practices within child
welfare systems (Beresford 2021). However, ‘Epistemic injus-
tice’ in academic research can marginalise care experienced
perspectives (Farragher et al. 2023). By employing a unique
participatory research approach with care experienced young
parents (such as the co-author themselves) in this study, valu-
able insights were gained into conducting research on sensitive
topics with care leavers. The ‘extrospective inquiry’ method
(Purtell 2023) aimed at reducing data sensitivity and involv-
ing ‘Lived Experience Consultants’ as subject matter experts,
rather than subjects of research (Briskman 2014; Coy 2009;
Sweetman 2020).

These principles are exemplified by Dion et al. (2021: 787) and
Dion et al. (2022) in a study with pregnant and parenting adoles-
cents asking them to evaluate the relevance of existing evidence
from their own perspectives. In previous work, Dion et al. (2021)
developed the “Weight of evidence procedure’ to “...contextualize
evidence from peer-reviewed literature with stakeholder per-
spectives’ (Dion et al. 2021: 787; Dion et al. 2022). The proce-
dure summarises peer-reviewed research on a particular topic
to distil the major themes and then presents those themes to
people with relevant lived experience to potentially re-evaluate
the evidence base through group discussion and reflection (Dion
et al. 2021). The subject of the research is the existing evidence
concerning a given issue and its perceived relevance to people
with lived experience.

1.2 | Prevalence of Care Leaver Early Parenting

Local and international studies consistently identify that a dis-
proportionate number of care leavers experience early preg-
nancy and parenting (Courtney et al. 2011; Muir et al. 2019;
Vinnerljung, Franzon, and Danielsson 2007). The South
Australian (SA) Government has analysed whole of popu-
lation data for births and found that of mothers aged under
20 during their pregnancies (n=544), 6% of this group had
high levels of involvement with child protection and 23% of
these mothers had been in care themselves (SA Government

Department of Human Services 2019). In New South Wales
(NSW), government data have indicated that care leavers
are 10 times more likely to have their children placed in care
than the general population (NSW Government 2018). In
Western Australia, a longitudinal study of care leavers found
that of 2003 care experienced young people, 28% of females
gave birth to children when aged between 18 and 23 (Lima,
Maclean, and O'Donnell 2018). These young women had
513 children between them, with one in four children being
placed in out-of-home care at some point (Lima, Maclean, and
O'Donnell 2018).

1.3 | Pathways to Early Parenting

There are conflicting hypotheses in the literature about what
causes high rates of early pregnancy and parenting amongst
care leavers. Some sources argue that disengagement from
education prevents access to sex education and this leads to
young people having children during their transitions from
care (Connolly, Heifetz, and Bohr 2012; Mendes 2009). There
is certainly evidence that disengagement from education is
linked to early parenting amongst care experienced young
people (Brannstrom, Vinnerljung, and Hjern 2016; Ohene and
Garcia 2020). Large quantitative studies from Sweden and
from the US report that many young care leavers intention-
ally get pregnant to start families of their own in the years
leading up to, and following, their exits from the care system
(Dworsky and Courtney 2010; Vinnerljung, Franzon, and
Danielsson 2007). Both of these countries have access to large
administrative data sets for representative samples; however,
the statistical analyses do not necessarily allow investigation
into why individual young people may decide to have children
at a young age. Boss's (2010) Ambiguous loss theory provides a
lens through which these wanted pregnancies can be hypoth-
esised as relating to what the literature identifies as an emo-
tional void (Connolly, Heifetz, and Bohr 2012; Mendes 2009).
Transitions from care research rarely explore the impacts of
loss on children and young people in care. Ambiguous loss oc-
curs when there is simultaneous ‘presence and absence of a
loved one’ (Knight and Gitterman 2019: 165). For children and
young people in out-of-home care, they may have family mem-
bers, friends and community networks who are lost to them
but still exist in the world. Given the evidence of wanted preg-
nancies, exploring the role of loss in young care leavers' deci-
sions to begin a family seems highly relevant. Exploring care
leaver parents' own explanations for starting their families at
a young age is necessary to better understand the drivers and
experiences of the so-called ‘emotional void’, or other explana-
tions for this statistically significant trend of care leaver early
parenting. We cannot hope to properly understand factors in-
fluencing early pregnancy and parenting, or design supports
to meet young care leavers' needs without hearing from them
directly.

1.4 | Surveillance Bias: Intergenerational Cycles
of Family Supervision and Child Removal

Regardless of the reasons leading to early pregnancy and par-
enting, child protection involvement with care leavers' children
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features commonly in the literature. For Dworsky (2015: 69),
an increased reliance on social services can lead to ‘surveil-
lance bias’, which refers to ‘an increased likelihood that child
maltreatment will be observed and reported because of the
many interactions youth in foster care have with caseworkers
and other service providers’. Dominelli et al. (2005) argue that
child protection risk assessment processes are discriminatory
and likely to lead to child removal. The Australian Human
Rights Commission (2017) report on the rights and needs of
young parents received multiple submissions from Australian
researchers and service providers reporting that young par-
ents’ fears of surveillance bias can provide a disincentive for
young parents to seek or access health and support services,
ironically further disadvantaging and potentially endangering
children—as well as parents themselves. Care leaver early par-
enting is well documented though not well understood. This
paper reports on findings from the lead author's broader PhD
study addressing the research question: What are the key fac-
tors explaining care leaver early parenting? Perspectives of ser-
vice providers have been published elsewhere (Purtell, Mendes,
and Saunders 2021; Purtell et al. 2022). This paper details per-
spectives from two care experienced parents acting as Lived
Experience Consultants due to research recruitment difficul-
ties discussed in the ‘Methodology’ section.

2 | Methodology

The research reported in this paper was carried out as part of
the lead author's PhD study in a small research team consist-
ing of the student and two supervisors. As background research
and the literature review progressed, complex risk factors and
ethical considerations for research emerged and the study was
redesigned several times. The discussion below outlines these
risks and subsequent redesigns of the methodological ap-
proaches taken.

2.1 | Mitigating Risks of Surveillance Bias in
Research

Parents’ vulnerability to surveillant biases through participat-
ing in research was a concern during the design of this study. If
a care experienced parent, as a research participant, disclosed
or even appeared as though they were not coping well enough
to look after any children they had, the PhD student researcher
had little additional support to offer beyond providing details
for telephone counselling helplines and obligations under man-
datory reporting could be perceived. Considering these risks,
the PhD student and supervisors elected to design a two-phase
study to learn more about the issues from service providers, as a
low-risk informant group, in the first instance.

Accordingly, Phase 1 of the overall study included interviews
and focus groups with 16 service providers in the state of
Victoria, Australia, working with care experienced early par-
ents. This first phase was informed by a narrative literature re-
view that examined foundational transitions from care studies;
articles identified by the Scopus database published between
2015 and 2020 focused on care leaver early parenting and ma-
terial on Boss's (2010) Ambiguous loss theory (Purtell, Mendes,

and Saunders 2020). Major themes identified in this review
formed the interview and focus groups schedule for data col-
lection in Phase 1 of the study. Through thematic analysis of
interview and focus group transcripts, emergent themes were
identified and added to the themes identified from the literature
review. These themes then formed the basis for the interview
and focus group schedule for care experienced parents for Phase
2 of the overall study.

2.2 | Recruitment Challenges

Focus groups and interviews to be held with care experienced
young people aged 18years of age to 30 were approved by the
Monash University Human Research Ethics Committee in
2020 and a flier advertising this opportunity to discuss ‘ex-
planations for why a lot of care experienced young people
start families young’ was circulated throughout the state of
Victoria via state-wide networks and relevant organisations
and statutory authorities. Three young people responded, and
only two were parents.

2.3 | Research Redesign

Owing to the low response rate, the PhD student researcher pro-
posed that Lived Experience Consultants who already often par-
ticipated in policy and research consultation work in academia
and the community sector locally could be engaged to provide
their thoughts and perspectives on the issues raised by the ex-
isting literature (up to 2020 at the time) in writing. Both parent
respondents to the initial recruitment were known to the PhD
student as Lived Experience Consultants that had undergone
training with advocacy projects to develop and maintain safe
boundaries and recognise topics they were comfortable to dis-
cuss and those that they were not. An amendment to the previous
ethics application was submitted to offer two Lived Experience
Consultants $100 each to complete a written consultation doc-
ument responding to research evidence and service provider
perspectives on issues relating to high rates of care leaver early
parenting. Both parent respondents to the initial invitation were
sent the new invitation and explanatory statements. Both pro-
vided informed consent to participate in the project as Lived
Experience Consultants providing subject matter expertise, and
for formal student research purposes, as consenting research
participants.

The initial parent respondents were recast as Lived Experience
Consultants, and the ‘consultation document’ or question-
naire was emailed to them. It divided the questions asked
into two sections: questions related to the literature review
findings and questions connected to the Phase 1 results from
interviews and focus groups with service providers. This divi-
sion covers:

« Pathways from care;
« Pathways to early parenting;

« Parenting challenges for young people; and

« Support for parents. Then,
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« Disrupted relationships and loss and grief (identified as sig-
nificant by service providers);

 Sexual health and pregnancy.

Each question began with a statement. The consultation docu-
ment asked if the statement ‘sounded right’. The consultation
document then asked the two Lived Experience Consultants
to suggest other reasons that might explain the statement pro-
vided. This format was consistent for each question, though the
wording was changed to avoid repetitive language.

The Lived Experience Consultants have been given the pseud-
onyms Lacey and Jo to allow for easy distinction between them.
To maintain a degree of anonymity in the co-authorship status,
the pseudonyms remain in place below, where their responses
are reported.

3 | Results

3.1 | Lived Experience Consultants’ Perspectives
On Care Leaver Early Parenting Research

In this study, existing research evidence, theory and practice
wisdom all formed the basis of the data collection. The head-
ings below relate to the themes emanating from the literature
review and focus groups and interviews with service providers.
References to the relevant literature and service providers' com-
ments are made throughout accordingly.

3.2 | Pathways From Care

Placement instability in care and disengagement from edu-
cation were identified by three literature reviews (Connolly,
Heifetz, and Bohr 2012; Mendes 2009; Purtell, Mendes, and
Saunders 2020) and service providers as being closely associated
with care leaver early parenting. Lacey agreed that emotional
pathways (i.e., the ‘emotional void’ developed through care and
transitions from care experiences) or deliberate intentions to
begin a family of one's own could explain some reasons for high
rates of care leaver early parenting:

[Lacey]: I think it's definitely a factor as often we don't have
the right supports and, in some way, want to create a
family so we don't feel alone.

The other consultant, Jo, provided a detailed account of birth
family-related factors, which she thought contributed to her
pathway to early parenting.

[Jo]: From my own experience, it was normal from an in-
tergenerational standing to have children young.
Heteronormative behaviour was reinforced, bringing
with it toxic masculinity which reinforced the objectifi-
cation of girls, young women, and women.

From as young as 8-years-old I can remember being
primed to be a care giver and would be left to take care
of the younger children while the adults went to the pub,
which was a common occurrence. As I grew older, I was

often tasked with looking after my cousin's infants, as
they also had children at a young age.

In my case, I had my daughter nearing the age of 20,
my partner at the time and I had been together going
on four years. I had obtained Cert. IV qualifications and
had been working in the community services field when
I'had fallen pregnant. Reflecting over my decisions to be
a “young” mother, I was eager to create my own family,
one that would be built on love and care, not a toxic en-
vironment full of abuse, neglect and fear.

Both the literature review and the service providers' comments
in this study supported the idea that young people with greater
stability in out-of-home care are more likely to complete second-
ary school and progress to stable employment and/or higher ed-
ucation (Brannstrom, Vinnerljung, and Hjern 2016; Ohene and
Garcia 2020). For Lacey, this stability supported the young per-
son's motivation to achieve:

[Lacey]: Yes, with the right support a young person will feel
like they can achieve things and will often then
move onto higher education.

Comments from Jo, however, present a less straightforward
explanation:

[Jo]: When I entered care, I was engaged in mainstream ed-
ucation, it was the care team who encouraged me to
drop out, as I'didn't fit into mainstream education and
would be better off in alternative programs'. Instead
of asking me why I was having issues at school, I was
quickly labelled the problem (an issue I had experienced
my whole life). I entered ‘alternative education’ pro-
grams which consisted of doing sweet fuck all for the
majority of the day. It was also where I met other peers
from similar backgrounds, and we would often wander
off to go smoke a ‘T’ [marijuana] before returning to
class. ‘Teachers’ would actively turn a blind eye to this
behaviour. I was often bored and resentful that I was
not seen as having the same potential as my mainstream
peers, nor was I seen to hold the basic intelligence of
someone my age. This was evident from the lack of ex-
pectations around my capabilities and future in general.
I was now seen as ‘just a ressi [residential care] kid’ who
held no future. The system made me believe that uni-
versity was completely off the table for me as a young
person in state care.

The term ‘disengagement from education’ is frequently used
when a young person stops attending school or gets into trouble
a lot (Ohene and Garcia 2020). The term suggests a young person
actively turning away from, refusing or rejecting education. Jo's
comments above suggest that she was actively discouraged from
maintaining her mainstream education and in her alternative
education programme was passively discouraged from accessing
pathways to higher education. It is common for services to speak
of young people's ‘disengagement’; however, this statement sug-
gests professionals may be blinded to practices that build social
exclusion—adopting different expectations for young people sim-
ply because they have been placed in out-of-home care.
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Where the literature examined young care leavers' return to
families of origin upon transitioning out of care, both practi-
cal necessity and emotional connection were identified as ex-
planations (Mendes, Johnson, and Moslehuddin 2012). The
two care leaver consultants in this study concurred with these
explanations:

[Lacey]: Yes, often this is due to having a strong connec-
tion, wanting that connection, loyalty, out of need
(homelessness).

[Jo]: In my own experience, after living with my partner in
a share house and falling pregnant, we had decided
to leave the share house to go live in [regional city] to
be closer to my mother, which would assist with child
minding so I could return to work earlier. We were
unable to secure a rental and were forced to live with
my mother and my stepfather. However, this all fell to
pieces rather quickly and since I had no safety net, I re-
lied on my father for help as he was able to borrow a
truck from work and move us back down to Melbourne
[state capital], we then lived there for a short period be-
fore obtaining our own rental.

I feel it is normal within this cohort to want and hope
for the best when re-connecting with family. It is also
normal for it all to go completely wrong, like in my own
case but that's a story for another time.

Neither the research identified in the literature review for this
study (see Purtell, Mendes, and Saunders 2020), nor the data
collected from service providers in this study, have examined
how the nature, strength and existence or not of family re-
lationships (with birth family, extended family, foster family
members and other family-like relationships) may be asso-
ciated with young people's social, familial and community
networks post transitions from care. One study did find that
care leavers with positive ties to family had broader social net-
works (Biehal 1995). Both participants helped to explain how
this may become the case:

[Lacey]: ... often how we learn to interact with others are
taught to us at home first so if you have that pos-
itive connection you will have more confidence
in yourself which in turn opens you up to all
possibilities.

[Jo]: Throughout my life I idealised my dysfunctional, cha-
otic and completely inappropriate family, particularly
as a young teenager. My cousins (on my mothers' side)
were drug users (marijuana mainly), toxically mascu-
line, derogatory and held pro-criminal attitudes. The
adults also actively encouraged alcohol use and drug
use, as they were also alcohol and drug users. I saw
this as having a “cool” family.... which was further
from the truth.

Hypersexualised behaviours ran rampant as did the ob-
jectification of girls, young women and women. It wasn't
until I was an adult when I found out about all the sex-
ual abuse that had occurred outside of my own expe-
rience with extended family members. Family violence
was a common occurrence, often fuelled by alcoholism
and drug use.

My father's side was the opposite, they were more con-
servative, they came from farming origins and worked
hard to move from poverty and into the middle class.
However, often family members would portray to have
wealth beyond their means and that belonged to an-
other class bracket. Every interaction within the family
always felt fake and forced. I never felt that I belonged
or was wanted.

My father was a perpetrator of domestic violence, as
was his father, however, my father chose to drink and
smoke his pay check, so we remained in poverty unlike
his siblings.

The description of the distinct family cultures above shows us
another aspect of family relationships and the difficulties we can
have in measuring or assessing ‘positive’ or strong relationships.
In the comment above, the wealthier side of the family felt un-
welcoming. The closer side of the family was very inclusive of
this young person if they opted to participate in the culture of
drinking and drug use shared across extended family relation-
ships. Lacey suggests that positive connections to home inspire
social confidence. Jo's example suggests that closeness to family
was often a necessity for accessing resources such as help mov-
ing and a place to stay. Otherwise, family relationships were ex-
perienced as less positive overall. Working with young people
around family issues should carefully consider a young person'’s
positive and/or negative feelings towards family and, ideally,
assist young people to understand what the meanings of those
feelings are for them.

3.3 | Pathways to Early Parenting

Several studies have argued that placement instability causes
educational disruptions that lead many to miss out on sexual
education (Connolly, Heifetz, and Bohr 2012; Mendes 2009).
Lacey's comments support this:

[Lacey]: Yes, without the right education you are not in-
formed and without the right information you can-
not make informed choices... e.g.myth that you can't
get pregnant your first time, we know it's not true
but for someone without any sexual health educa-
tion might not know and then they have sex and
bam pregnant.

Findings from quantitative studies in the US and Sweden have
observed a high proportion of wanted or deliberate pregnan-
cies (Dworsky and Courtney 2010; Vinnerljung, Franzon, and
Danielsson 2007). The Lived Experience Consultant’s com-
ments below raised family culture as another pathway to early
pregnancy:

[Jo]: Can't relate, I engaged in sexual education in Grade 6. I
feel it's ingrained attitudes and intergenerational young
child rearing that normalises these experiences and lack
of positive relationships and safety nets.

In the care experienced consultation document, participants
were asked if care leavers may want children to avoid loneliness.
Lacey agreed:
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[Lacey]: Definitely... who wants to be lonely?...if I can't have a
family I'll make a family.

Jo disputed the avoidance of loneliness but supported the notion
of deliberate intentions to become pregnant and to start a family
that included love and positive relationships:

[Jo]: Can't relate. As stated earlier in reflecting over my
own decisions to be a “young” mother, I was eager to
create my own family, one that would be built on love
and care, not a toxic environment full of abuse, neglect
and fear.

The following question in the consultation document asked
about unconditional love.

Some young people approaching leaving care age
want to have a baby so they can have unconditional
love. Does this make sense to you? Do you have any
ideas why this might be the case?

[Lacey]: We all know that the love of a child is unconditional,
they won't leave you like everyone else.

[Jo]: Asabove.

On the question of access to contraception, the two participants
disagreed:

Young people may not have easy access to
contraception — for example it may be expensive.
Do you agree that contraception can be difficult for
young people to find or buy?

[Lacey]: Yes, you have no one to trust and no money to buy
any.

[Jo]: No,notatall.Itiseasily available and highly encouraged.

3.4 | Parenting Challenges for Young People

Both the literature and the results from interviews and focus
groups with service providers highlighted that surveillance
bias appears to have an impact on the care leaver parents’ ex-
perience. The specific statement and question in relation to
this was:

Care experienced young parents can find Child
Protection and other services stigmatising and
unsupportive. Do you think young parents with a care
experience could feel stigmatised by support services?

[Lacey]: LOL [Laugh out loud], you are already judged as a
bad parent before you have even had a chance to

try.
[Jo]: They were always (and continue to be) stigmatising and
unsupportive?

The participants’ comments were brief but in agreement. The
following questions asked about the impact of perceived surveil-
lance bias on accessing other services:

Service systems are difficult to access, and finding
consistent support that young people can trust can be
difficult. Do you agree with this statement? Do you
think it would be hard for young care leaver parents
to access the support they need?

[Lacey]: People already think the worst of you so you avoid
going anywhere or being honest in fear that they will
take your child.

[Jo]: Don't agree, services are easy to access, however, they
serve to further stigmatise the young person.

For example, when I was experiencing housing issues
in [regional city] I reached out to [leaving care service]
and instead of assisting me with housing they sent me to
a young mothers' group... which was not an issue for me
at all. It was assumed that because I was a young mother,
I automatically needed education on how to be a parent
and how to look after a baby. Despite having to have cared
for children my entire life and then as an adult to care for
young people in out of home care [as a paid worker], be-
cause I had a care experience it was assumed that I would
be a ‘bad parent’ and have [child protection services| in-
volvement (which I have never had, as an FYTI).

Service providers may see referral to a young mother's group
as a responsible and routine practice. This Lived Experience
Consultant's perspective shows how system responses can indicate
stigma, assumptions and ignorance to a service user themselves.
The system response to this care leaver parent didn't suggest con-
fidence in her abilities. At the same time, it is common for parents
to be part of parents’ groups in Australia so the referral may have
had nothing to do with this young person's parenting being a con-
cern and instead be related to promoting community connections.
Nevertheless, the meaning that the young parent made from the
referral had an impact on their perceptions about the service it-
self and the service provider's opinion of her. The meanings young
people make of interactions with others are important influences
on their perceptions and behaviours.

Participants were asked about surveillance bias in a number of
ways to better determine the intention of their responses:

There are many services to assess care leavers' parenting
abilities but there are few services to help them with
housing, income, practical issues like child-care and
out-of-hours support. Does this sound true to you? Are
there more services to check someone's parenting than

there are to help them with parenting?

[Lacey]: Yes. You are already expected to fail so why help you
move forward.

[Jo]:  Yes 100%, as stated above. Housing in particular and as-
sisting navigating/advocacy with Centrelink.
3.5 | Support for Parents

Both participants also identified early parenthood as an oppor-
tunity for support services to have a significant impact. Young
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people’s motivations were concentrated on being a good parent,
and this could provide a ‘turning point’ where young people
may be more likely to engage with services (Mendes 2009). This
represents both an irony and a lost opportunity as ‘good’ sup-
port could have a positive, enduring effect. Instead, stigmatising
support and surveillance bias appear to depress young parents’
potential:

[Lacey]: Yes prior to having children I was homeless and
mentally unwell... once I had children my life be-
came about them. I got stable accommodation and
stopped harming myself.

[Jo]: I have seen this happen from a professional lens. Some
young people can change their behaviours and partner-
ships to improve their overall life for the benefit of the
child.

In my case, however, I was in a good space within my
life, however it became more evident to me that my
partner was controlling and manipulative. As soon as
I stopped putting all my effort and attention into our
relationship and into raising our child, his behaviours
towards me changed.

Eventually we separated when my daughter was two
years of age, however, he still has weekend access.

Instead of giving my all to a toxic partner, I realised I
needed to be the best version of myself so that I could be
the best role model for my child.

Both Lived Experience Consultants reference the poten-
tial of parenting to lead a young person to ‘turn their lives
around’, which is another common theme from the litera-
ture (Mendes 2009). There is a suggestion in the term that a
young person's behaviour may have been problematic and then
‘changed’ when the responsibility of a child comes along. While
this may certainly indicate positive advancements, it is import-
ant to note that many care leavers lack resources rather than
simply having problematic behaviours. For example, being
homeless and/or unwell is not something that a young parent
can simply decide to change by themselves necessarily.

3.6 | Disrupted Relationships and Loss and Grief

This section on disrupted relationships and loss and grief, like
the above section, posed a number of questions to interrogate
the consistency of responses to controversial issues where the
neutrality of language could not realistically be achieved in
phrasing:

The impact of disrupted relationships is significant
for young people when they are removed from family
or their placement. This can be unresolved and
upsetting for a long time without therapeutic support
or interventions.

[Lacey]: Agreed... young people cling to relationships and
when they are torn away it can have a negative men-
tal impact.

[Jo]: Being removed and placed into care, albeit the removal
was traumatic, for the long term it was the best thing to
ever happen to me (well apart from the transition out,
but that's another story).

Unresolved loss and trauma may lead some young
people to decide they want to start a family when
they're teenagers or under 21.

[Lacey]: Yes, because they want unconditional love, they
don't want to be lonely, and they want to close the
hole in their heart.

[Jo]: I can't speak for all young parents/care leavers. But I
can't relate.

When asked about young people’s access to therapeutic sup-
port or interventions while in care, both participants felt that
responses were inadequate:

There are not usually enough resources in out-
of-home care and leaving care services to find
therapeutic activities or counselling for young people
to explore loss and trauma issues.

[Lacey]: There is but it's often not seen as a priority.

[Jo]: BIGOLDYESFROM ME [Lived Experience Consultant's
emphasis].

Mental health access needs to improve dramatically,
housing stability and access to allied health profession-
als such as psychologists and psychiatrists.

Knight and Gitterman (2019) argued that young people in care
may exhibit their distress at missing family, friends, school and
community in what is termed ‘challenging behaviour’, which can
be interpreted as mental illness and/or aggressive violence. Only
the first participant responded to this argument from the research:

Young people who miss family, friends, relatives,
school and community may be very distressed
and this may be interpreted sometimes as ‘bad’ or
‘challenging’ behaviour or mental illness.

[Lacey]: Yes.. we are not seen the same as “normal” chil-
dren... everything we do gets labelled.

It is important to consider the extent to which young people
transitioning from care can access a normative narrative of
childhood, adolescence and family, and how this impacts their
sense of self and their aspirations for the future. The ‘labelling’
that the Lived Experience Consultant describes creates stigma
and ‘othering’ (Van Breda 2012), which likely contributes to so-
cial isolation and a lack of social and community resources.

3.7 | Sexual Health and Pregnancy Options

Service providers' statements suggested that young people were
very unlikely to consider abortion if they were pregnant (Purtell
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et al. 2022). For the Lived Experience Consultants, the question
about this issue was phrased as: “Terminating a pregnancy is not
a common decision from young women transitioning from care’,
to which Lacey answered, ‘T wouldn't know’. Jo said she couldn't
relate to the statement.

When asked about whether they thought workers felt uncom-
fortable discussing abortion, because it is controversial, by the
statement ‘Workers feel uncomfortable discussing abortion with
young people as it is a controversial subject area’, Jo again stated
she couldn't relate to the statement while Lacey stated:

[Lacey]: Massively. Particularly if it goes against the worker's
beliefs.

Considering the social isolation that young people may ex-
perience, and the disengagement from services common for
young people transitioning from residential care, it is unclear
where many care leavers would get information about preg-
nancy options from. A lack of access to this information would
certainly contribute to high rates of early parenting amongst
care leavers.

4 | Reflections on the Findings From Lived
Experience

The findings highlight the unintended consequences of preva-
lent practices within out-of-home care services, particularly the
tendency to divert young individuals from pursuing higher edu-
cation and the neglect of essential discussions surrounding sex-
ual health. These oversights contribute to the perpetuation of
cycles of involvement with child protection services (Dworsky
and Courtney 2010; Gypen et al. 2017). For instance, young girls
were often taken in groups to sexual health clinics for the in-
sertion of contraceptive implants (Implanon) without adequate
informed consent or comprehensive sexual health education, in-
cluding fundamental knowledge about feminine health and hy-
giene. Despite the efforts made by the [child protective services]
department and its affiliates, the co-author became a parent at
the age of 19.5years. Nevertheless, she returned to education
and successfully obtained a Bachelor of Human Services and a
Master of Social Work, with her experience of parenthood serv-
ing as a motivating factor. She reflected on her journey at the
age of 26years: ‘Knowing myself, like I never had a role model,
I never had a parent figure that I looked up to, I wanted to be
the best person I could be to be that role model for my daughter
and I want the best for her. I want her to know she can, if she
puts her mind to it, she can achieve great things’ (Butterworth,
Mendes, and Flynn 2020: 16). The findings underscore the
need for a paradigm shift within the care system, moving away
from deficit-based stereotyping and adopting evidence-based,
trauma-informed practices that empower and support the holis-
tic well-being of young people (Mendes and Moslehuddin 2006;
Stein 2006).

5 | Discussion

The care experienced parents’ insights have provided invaluable
additional perspectives on the complex set of issues identified

by existing research and service providers participating in the
broader PhD study (Purtell, Mendes, and Saunders 2021; Purtell
et al. 2022). The significant impact of an ‘emotional void’ in
decisions to begin a new family was acknowledged (Connolly,
Heifetz, and Bohr 2012). Jo's experiences of the normalisation
of early parenting also provide another pathway to wanted
pregnancies. Jo's comments further highlight that some care
leaver parents may be quite experienced in childrearing and
a strengths-based approach to supporting existing skills and
boosting resources of parents may be a more effective way to
support care leaver parents than deficit-focussed child protec-
tion assessments and interventions.

There does appear to be a need to consider from where a
young person would get sexual education information and
how best this could be delivered. The statement Lacey made
about service providers as individuals who allow their beliefs
about terminating a pregnancy to influence what information
they provide to young people provides some additional con-
text for the high rates of early parenting amongst care leavers.
Recommending a move to alternative education may remove
pathways to higher education and reinforce pathways to early
parenting. Workers' silence around sexual health and preg-
nancy choices could contribute to ongoing intergenerational
cycles of child protection involvement. Actions by service pro-
viders may be interpreted by young people as unsupportive
and doubtful of their parenting abilities, even if service pro-
viders do not hold such views.

Australian out-of-home care and transitions from care policies
nationally and state-to-state have no overt strategy around pre-
venting wanted pregnancies. Current policies also appear to be
blind to surveillance bias and how the under-resourcing of young
people transitioning from care can lead to early pregnancy and
parenting and subsequently to child protection involvement
with care leavers' children (Dominelli et al. 2005). This lack of
support is partly a function of being raised in out-of-home care
and having opportunities for building and maintaining solid re-
lationships with others disrupted or destroyed (Gill, Page, and
Hairston 2023). That these consequences of our systems then be-
come a major part of the risk factors for care leaver, early parents
having child protection oversee their own parenting seems cruel
and ineffective. At a systemic level, when we fail to provide sup-
ports that enable care leaver parents to attain their basic needs, or
to access careers and education that will allow them to earn ad-
equate incomes, assessing their parenting capacity without pro-
viding support is akin to surveillance. The paradox of surveillant
care is that it perpetuates exactly the cycle it purports to break.

5.1 | Strengths and Limitations

This article reports on composite findings from several phases of
the lead author's PhD study where challenges of conducting re-
search with hard to reach populations were encountered continu-
ously. Pragmatic compromises have resulted in a novel approach
to incorporating lived experience representation through engage-
ment of ‘Lived Experience Consultants’ to review findings from
the evidence base and from research with service providers experi-
enced in working with care leaver young parents. This study does
not offer conclusive evidence to determine care leavers' pathways
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to early pregnancy and parenting; however, it does demonstrate
that current research has largely overlooked emotional voids and
the wanted pregnancies identified in the US and Sweden (Dworsky
and Courtney 2010; Vinnerljung, Franzon, and Danielsson 2007).
Methodological innovations such as the “Weight of evidence’ pro-
cedure from Dion et al. (2021: 787) and Dion et al. (2022), or the
use of written consultation documents with extrospective inquiry
framing research participants as subject matter experts rather
than subjects of research (Purtell 2023), are useful to contrast
differences between research evidence and practice wisdom, and
lived experience perspectives (Briskman 2014). The level of detail
provided by the Lived Experience Consultants for some of their
perspectives paints a profound picture of the impact of some com-
mon practices in the care system, which have not previously been
problematised. These additional findings from the involvement of
Lived Experience Consultants provide invaluable context to the
overall study, despite there effectively being a final sample size of
two care experienced parents in this research. Epistemic injus-
tices in research can undermine such evidence and consequently
limit knowledge generation and policy innovation (Farragher
et al. 2023).

6 | Conclusion

Overall, these findings serve as a call to action for policymak-
ers, care providers and stakeholders to critically evaluate and
reform existing practices, prioritising the best interests, rights
and empowerment of young people in out-of-home care services.
Providing accurate and age-appropriate sexual health informa-
tion, fostering open discussions and ensuring informed consent
are crucial steps towards ensuring the dignity and autonomy of
those in out-of-home care. Furthermore, the experiences shared
emphasise the importance of actively encouraging and support-
ing educational pursuits for young people in care. By providing
the necessary resources and guidance, they can be empowered
to break free from cycles of disadvantage and pursue higher ed-
ucation, as exemplified by the co-author’s journey in obtaining a
Bachelor's and Master's degree despite early parenthood and an
experience of out-of-home care.
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