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1 Preface 

The Pathways of Care Longitudinal Study (POCLS) is funded and managed by the 

New South Wales Department of Family and Community Services (FACS). It is the 

first large-scale prospective longitudinal study of children and young people in out-of-

home care (OOHC) in Australia. Information on safety, permanency and wellbeing is 

being collected from various sources. The child developmental domains of interest 

are physical health, socio-emotional wellbeing and cognitive/learning ability. 

The overall aim of this study is to collect detailed information about the life course 

development of children who enter OOHC for the first time and the factors that 

influence their development. The POCLS objectives are to: 

 describe the characteristics, child protection history, development and 

wellbeing of children and young people at the time they enter OOHC for the 

first time 

 describe the services, interventions and pathways for children and young 

people in OOHC, post restoration, post adoption and on leaving care at 18 

years 

 describe children’s and young people’s experiences while growing up in 

OOHC, post restoration, post adoption and on leaving care at 18 years 

 understand the factors that influence the outcomes for children and young 

people who grow up in OOHC, are restored home, are adopted or leave care 

at 18 years 

 inform policy and practice to strengthen the OOHC service system in NSW to 

improve the outcomes for children and young people in OOHC. 

The POCLS is the first study to link data on children’s child protection backgrounds, 

OOHC placements, health, education and offending held by multiple government 

agencies; and match it to first hand accounts from children, caregivers, caseworkers 

and teachers. The POCLS database will allow researchers to track children’s 

trajectories and experiences from birth.  

The population cohort is a census of all children and young people who entered 

OOHC for the first time in NSW between May 2010 and October 2011 (18 months) 

(n=4,126). A subset of those children and young people who went on to receive final 

Children’s Court care and protection orders by April 2013 (2,828) were eligible to 

participate in the study. For more information about the study please visit the study 

webpage www.community.nsw.gov.au/pathways. 

 

http://www.community.nsw.gov.au/pathways
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2 Introduction 

In this paper, we address the issue of out-of-home care placement stability among 

the 1,285 children and young people who completed the  Pathways of Care 

Longitudinal Study (POCLS) baseline interview (Wave 1). The POCLS is the first 

large-scale longitudinal study of children and young people in out-of-home care in 

Australia, and the first study to link data on child protection, health, education and 

offending and match it to first-hand accounts from children, caregivers, caseworkers 

and teachers. The interview cohort is made up of children who were admitted to out-

of-home care for the first time between May of 2010 and October of 2011 in NSW. 

From this population cohort, study eligibility was based on whether a child or young 

person was placed on a final order by the Children’s Court. Caregivers of these 

children were asked to participate in the study. The interview cohort represents the 

group of children and young people whose carers agreed to and then did participate 

in the Wave 1 interview
1

. 

 

Out-of-home care placement stability refers to whether children placed away from 

home change caregivers. Children change placements for a variety of reasons. In 

some cases, placement changes are the result of planned changes, as in the case of 

children who change placements so that they can live with relatives. Other times, 

placement changes are unplanned, either because the carer decides to stop 

providing care or because the child’s needs and the caregiver’s capacity to meet the 

child’s needs are no longer aligned. 

2.1 Why Tracking Placement Changes is Important 

Out-of-home care placement stability is an important factor that influences children’s 

wellbeing outcomes. Multiple placements (i.e., caregiver changes) affect children’s 

attachment to primary caregivers, an important early developmental milestone (e.g., 

Lieberman 1987; Provence 1989; Fahlberg 1991; Stovall and Dozier 1998). Empirical 

evidence from other strands of research also suggests that multiple placements lead 

to problematic outcomes in children, such as externalising behaviour problems 

(Widom 1991; Kurtz et al 1993; Newton, Litrownik, and Landsverk 2000). For these 

reasons, placement stability is often used to assess how well the out-of-home care 

system is working. 

                                            

 

 
1

 For more information about the study, please go to: www.community.nsw.gov.au/pathways 

http://www.community.nsw.gov.au/pathways
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2.2 Counting Placement Changes 

For this study, we counted the number of placement changes, regardless of the 

reason why, both before and after the interview date, provided the placement 

changes after the interview occurred within a spell of care
2

. Placement changes were 

counted if two adjacent placement records showed a change in the provider ID. The 

use of respite care was not counted as a placement change, as the purpose of 

respite is to provide temporary relief for carers. We also excluded as placement 

changes placement records for which there was no service provider ID associated 

with the electronic record. As noted, provider IDs are used to determine whether 

adjacent placement records point to a change from one carer to another. As some of 

those episodes may be valid placement changes, excluding those records in the 

count of placement changes may understate the number of placement changes
3

. 

2.3 Approach to Analysing Placement Change 

Although the idea of changing placements is relatively easy to understand, as an 

empirical matter, patterns in the number, timing (e.g., how soon after entry to care), 

time between placement changes, and type of carer (e.g., placement changes 

between kin and other foster carers) are often quite difficult to summarise. To simplify 

matters, the focus of this paper is on three fundamental questions centered on the 

number of placement changes and how soon after the Wave 1 interview the first 

placement change takes place. Those questions are: 1) what fraction of the children 

belonging to the interview cohort changed placement prior to the Wave 1 interview 

date; 2) how frequently did children change placement following the Wave 1 

interview; and, 3) how soon after the Wave 1 interview did the first placement change 

                                            

 

 
2

 Of the 1,285 children in the study cohort, 17 were no longer in care at the time of the Wave 1 

interview date. These children and young people were excluded from this study. The interview date is 

the date the interview took place; interview and interview date are used interchangeably. Interview 

dates correspond to Wave 1, Wave 2, as indicated. 

3

 Using the conservative approach, the percentage of children who changed placement after the 

interview date is 17.7%. When the episodes with no provider IDs are counted as placement changes, 

the percentage of children having a placement change after the interview date increases to 35.9%. 

The latter should be the upper limit of the estimate of the rate of placement changes. In this regard, 

two issues lend clarity to the choice of the more conservative estimate. First, when the POCLS  

Wave 2 interviews were being planned, Wave 1 caregivers were contacted and asked whether they 

were willing to participate in a second round of data collection. As part of that process, the Wave 1 

caregiver was asked whether the child was still living with them. When the placement change data 

sourced from the administrative records are compared to the interview responses, the conservative 

estimate is closer to what the interviewers found. Second, when the definition of placement change is 

broadened to include placement records with no provider ID, the effect sizes generated from the 

models do not change except in a few cases where the results are statistically significant. In no 

instance did the relationship between a characteristic of a child or caregiver flip from positive to 

negative. This suggests that errors in the administrative records are randomly distributed. 
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take place? We also consider the extent to which characteristics of the child and the 

foster carer are associated with the number and timing of placement changes. Child 

characteristics used in the analysis include age at interview, Aboriginal status, and 

history of maltreatment
4

. Caregiver attributes, which refer to the caregiver providing 

care at the time of the Wave 1 interview, include their reported level of stress and 

their satisfaction with services
5

. Information about placement includes the type of 

care (e.g., residential, foster care and relative/kinship care) and the number of 

placement changes prior to the interview. 

 

To answer these questions, we used a Cox Proportional Hazard model, which 

accounts for the fact that most children did not experience a placement change. We 

also used a Poisson count model to capture the number of placement changes. The 

count model adjusts for how long children were in their placement following the Wave 

1 interview
6

. Both statistical models provide estimates of how child, caregiver, and 

placement attributes affect placement changes. In addition, the models were 

estimated within a multilevel framework. The multilevel model accounts for the fact 

that the NSW Department of Family and Community Services (FACS) is organised 

into administrative regions of varying sizes. With regard to the POCLS sample, the 

largest area is Hunter New England (N=266) and the smallest is Far West (N=8). To 

the extent that these Districts differ administratively and ecologically, it is important to 

take the nested structure of the data into account. 

 

We used the multilevel model in two ways. First, with respect to the number of 

placement changes and the time to the first placement change, we used a model that 

allows the base rates to vary by District
7

. These models examine the differences 

between Districts in placement changes (i.e., the number of placement changes or 

the time to the first placement change). Second, we used the random effect from a 

model that examines caregiver satisfaction with services to understand whether 

caregiver attitudes toward the services they receive explain the variation between 

Districts in rates of placement change. Use of the random effect in this way is 

explained in greater detail below. 

                                            

 

 
4

 We also examined child developmental performance in the areas of communication, gross motor 

skills, fine motor skills, problem solving, and personal-social skills. These are found to be insignificant 

and not included in further analysis. 

5

 Both measures as used in the POCLS Wave 1 interview are described in Appendix 1. 

6

 This is important because the amount of time between the Wave 1 interview and the date the 

placement file was created from the administrative data is not uniform, which means that the risk of 

observing a placement change was greater for some children than for others. The counts of placement 

change adjusted for exposure (i.e., the number of days) solves this problem (Osgood, 2000). 

7

 In the multilevel model, the base rate is equivalent to the average rate of placement at Wave 1. It can 

also be interpreted as the level-one intercept.  
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3 Children and Young People Who Change 

Placement 

The data in Table 3.1 provide four summary statistics that describe placement 

changes within the POCLS interview cohort. The percent of children shows the 

fraction of all children who changed placement at least once after the interview date. 

The number of placement changes experienced by members of the POCLS 

population measures the total number of placement changes after the interview, with 

some children having experienced more than one placement change. Placement 

changes per 10,000 person days indicates how often, on average, placement 

changes happen for every 10,000 person days spent in care
8

. Finally, time to 

placement change indicates how much time elapsed before 25% of the children 

experienced a placement change. With respect to placement changes per 10,000 

person days, the measure adjusts for how long children have been in care, whereas 

the 25
th

 percentile gives an indication of how soon after the Wave 1 interview 

placement changes tended to take place. If the time to placement change is blank, it 

means that 25% of that group did not change placement, as of January 2015. 

 

Of the 1,268 children included in the analysis, 224 or nearly 18% changed placement 

following the Wave 1 interview. Across all children in the POCLS interview cohort, 

there were 373 placement changes. When adjusted for time spent in care, there were 

3.9 placement changes per 10,000 person days. 

 

With respect to gender, males changed placement less often than females
9

. 

Aboriginal children were no more likely to change placement than non-Aboriginal 

children. Children younger than 5 were the least likely to change placements, while 

                                            

 

 
8

 There are two primary ways to summarise how often children change placement: placement changes 

per child and placement changes per day of care. Because placement changes and length of stay are 

correlated and children are likely to stay in care for varying lengths of time, the number of placement 

changes per children can be somewhat misleading. For example, if two different children each 

experience two placement changes (i.e., three different carers) during their time in care, which for one 

child lasted one year and for the other child lasted three years, placement changes per child are the 

same (two per children) but different when standardised using the number of days. In this example, 

the first child experienced one placement change per 183 days, whereas the second child 

experienced one placement change per 547 days. Because placement changes per day account for a 

child’s exposure to the risk of placement change, we used the number of placement changes per 

10,000 person days of care provided as the summary statistic. If two children each spend 1,000 

person days in care, then the total number of person days is 2,000. 

9

 The data presented in Tables 2.1 and 3.1 are descriptive. Questions pertaining to whether the 

differences are statistically significant are addressed in Tables 4.1 and 4.2. 
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older children were more likely to change placement. Children placed with kin, 

especially non-Aboriginal kin, were less likely to change placements, when compared 

to children placed with foster families or children placed in residential care. Children 

with a history of multiple types of reported issues were much more likely to change 

placements than children with no reported maltreatment issue or with a single 

maltreatment issue identified. 

 

Caregiver stress level was also associated with placement changes. Children who 

lived with caregivers who reported moderate levels of stress were more likely to 

change placement after the Wave 1 interview
10

. With respect to the caregivers’ 

satisfaction with the help they receive from their caseworker, placement changes are 

more common among children living with caregivers who were less satisfied. 

Dissatisfaction with foster or kinship parenting experience, in particular, was linked to 

the likelihood of changing placement. For example, 36% of children whose 

caregivers were not satisfied with their experience changed placement after the 

interview date, compared to 17% of children with satisfied caregivers. 

 

Finally, the number of placement changes prior to the Wave 1 interview was strongly 

associated with changing placements after the Wave 1 interview. Specifically, 

although only 37 out of 1,268 children changed placements more than five times prior 

to the Wave 1 interview, 54% of those children changed placements yet again after 

the Wave 1 interview. For children with no prior placement changes, only 12% 

changed placements after the Wave 1 interview. 

 

When the number of placement changes is measured as the number of placement 

changes per 10,000 person days in care, the frequency of placement change aligns 

with the overall likelihood. For example, children with five or more placement 

changes prior to being interviewed experienced roughly 17 placement changes for 

every 10,000 person days spent in out-of-home care, which is about four times 

greater than the overall rate (3.9 placement changes for every 10,000 person days). 

In addition to children with a history of placement changes, children age 6 and above, 

children with multiple types of reported issues (i.e., diverse maltreatment types), and 

children living with caregivers who reported moderate levels of stress all changed 

placements more frequently. Children placed with caregivers who expressed 

dissatisfaction with services were also more likely to change placement. 

 

                                            

 

 
10

 Carers with a high level of stress do not significantly differ from carers with low stress on the 

placement stability of their foster children. This is likely due to the small sample size for the high stress 

group, with only 74 children. 
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With regard to when placement changes tended to occur relative to the interview 

date, placement changes tended to happen more than one year later, with two 

notable exceptions. Although small in number, among children with five or more 

placement changes prior to the interview date, the next placement change tended to 

happen more quickly (201 days). For children whose caregivers were dissatisfied 

with their relationship with other service providers, they too changed placement 

relatively soon after completing the interview (296 days) if they did indeed change 

placement. 

 

Table 3.1: Children Who Changed Placement After the Interview Date, by Child, 

Caregiver, and Placement Characteristics 

   
Children Who 

Changed 
Placement 

   

Variable Value 
Total 

Children 
Number Percent 

Number 

Changes 

Changes

/10,000 

Days 

Time to 

Change 

Total 
 

1,268 224 17.7 373 3.9 
 

Gender Female 633 121 19.1 218 4.6 
 

 
Male 635 103 16.2 155 3.3 

 

Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal 838 149 17.8 255 4.1 
 

 
Aboriginal 430 75 17.4 118 3.7 

 

Age at 

interview 
Less than 2 388 48 12.4 67 2 

 

 
2 to 5 434 56 12.9 92 2.8 

 

 
6 to 12 360 97 26.9 176 7.3 670 

 
over 13 86 23 26.7 38 8.9 530 

Reported 

maltreatment 

issue 

No maltreatment 160 21 13.1 28 2.2 
 

 
Neglect 392 63 16.1 102 3.5 

 

 
Physical 266 34 12.8 54 2.5 

 

 
Sexual 23 2 8.7 2 1.3 

 

 
Emotional 58 7 12.1 18 3.9 

 

 
More than one type 369 97 26.3 169 6.6 687 

Placement 

setting 
Foster care 640 143 22.3 246 5.4 

 

 
Kin: Aboriginal 120 22 18.3 38 4.1 

 

 
Kin: Non-Aboriginal 483 52 10.8 80 2.0 

 

 
Residential/Other 25 7 28.0 9 8.6 499 

Placement 

changes 

before 

interview 

0 463 58 12.5 104 2.9 
 

 
1 416 74 17.8 116 3.6 

 

 
2 210 32 15.2 56 3.5 

 

 
3 97 26 26.8 45 7.4 662 

 
4 45 14 31.1 25 7.8 515 

 
5+ 37 20 54.1 27 17.2 201 

Caregiver 

psychological 
Low 995 170 17.1 272 3.6 
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stress 

 
Moderate 199 42 21.1 80 5.7 

 

 
High 74 12 16.2 21 3.8 

 

   
Children Who 

Changed Placement 
   

Variable Value 
Total 

Children 
Number Percent 

Number 

Changes 

Changes

/10,000 

Days 

Time to 

Change 

Satisfaction 

with services 
 

   
 

  

Caseworker 

reachability 
Not dissatisfied 938 167 17.8 255 3.6 

 

 
Dissatisfied 330 57 17.3 118 4.7 

 

Help from 

caseworker 
Not dissatisfied 948 161 17.0 249 3.5 

 

 
Dissatisfied 320 63 19.7 124 5.3 

 

Relation 

with other 

agencies 

Not dissatisfied 1,222 210 17.2 340 3.7 
 

 
Dissatisfied 46 14 30.4 33 11.8 296 

Foster care 

parenting 
Not dissatisfied 1,237 213 17.2 348 3.7 

 

 
Dissatisfied 31 11 35.5 25 12.8 545 

Meet other 

foster 

parents 

Not dissatisfied 1,117 198 17.7 335 4 
 

 Dissatisfied 151 26 17.2 38 3.1  
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4 District Differences in How Often Placement 

change Happens 

Table 4.1 highlights the unadjusted between-District differences in how often children 

and young people changed placement. In larger Districts (i.e., Districts with more 

than 75 children), between 9% (Murrumbidgee) and 26% (Western NSW) of the 

children changed placement. The number of placement changes per 10,000 person 

days also varies by District. For example, in Murrumbidgee there were 1.6 placement 

changes per 10,000 person days compared to 6.9 placement changes per 10,000 

person days recorded in Western NSW. The meaning of differences between 

Districts is difficult to discern without looking more closely at child, carer, and 

placement characteristics. We take this step in the next section. 

 

Table 4.1: Children Who Changed Placement After Interview Date by FACS District 

  Children Who 
Changed Placement 

   

District 
Total 

Children 
Number Percent 

Number 

Changes 

Changes/ 

10,000 

Days 

Time to 

Change 

(25
th

 

percentile) 

Hunter New England 266 56 21.1 93 4.7 

 

Western NSW 140 37 26.4 62 6.9 682 

South Western Sydney 139 21 15.1 36 3.6 
 

Western Sydney 125 17 13.6 38 3.8 
 

Murrumbidgee 82 7 8.5 10 1.6 
 

Nepean Blue Mountains 80 9 11.3 14 2.2 
 

Northern NSW 79 19 24.1 30 5.3 862 

Illawarra Shoalhaven 76 13 17.1 15 2.7 
 

Central Coast 67 9 13.4 11 2.0 
 

Mid North Coast 65 9 13.8 13 2.4 
 

South Eastern Sydney 60 11 18.3 16 3.4 
 

Sydney 39 4 10.3 10 3.1 
 

Southern NSW 32 8 25.0 20 8.6 534 

Northern Sydney 10 4 40.0 5 11.0 79 

Far West 8 0 0.0 0 0 
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5 Statistical Models of Placement Change 

The summaries provided in Tables 3.1 and 4.1 showed raw counts and summaries of 

placement changes by child, carer, placement characteristics, and District but did not 

show whether the differences reported were statistically significant. To address this 

issue, we developed two statistical models: one model assesses the number of 

placement changes; the second evaluates the time to the first placement change 

following the Wave 1 interview. In both analyses, there are two models presented. 

The first model (Model A) considers whether the child, carer, placement 

characteristics, and District influence the number of placement changes. Model B 

incorporates variation in the expressed level of satisfaction with services as 

measured at the District level
11

. To capture the aggregate level of satisfaction with 

services at the District level, we modelled the levels of satisfaction within Districts 

using an unconditional model so that differences in the District-specific sample sizes 

are considered. The measured differences were then used in the analyses of 

placement changes and time to placement change in order to test whether Districts in 

which carers report greater levels of satisfaction have lower rates of placement 

change. 

5.1 Number of Placement Changes 

Table 5.1 shows the results of a Poisson model that assesses the statistical 

association between the number of placement changes per 100 placement days and 

the listed child, carer, and placement characteristics
12

. In Model A, the results are 

based on a random intercept model. The random intercept model allows District 

placement change rates to vary, thereby providing an assessment of whether the 

number of placement changes differs by District after the characteristics of the 

children living in the District are considered
13

. 

                                            

 

 
11

 One way to introduce District level measures of satisfaction is to take all the carers in a given District 

and use the average of their self-reported satisfaction. The challenge with this approach has to do with 

District specific sample size differences. Estimates of satisfaction in small Districts are inherently less 

accurate than those reported for larger Districts. A simple average ignores these differences in the 

accuracy of the estimate. By modelling the differences and then using the difference between the 

observed and the expected level of satisfaction (what is known as the Empirical Bayes estimate or the 

level 2 residual), District level differences in satisfaction are made more reliable. 

12

 Earlier in the paper, we used placement changes per 10,000 person days. This was for display 

purposes. For example, 3.9 moves per 10,000 person days (i.e., the average) translates into .00039 

moves per day. For the statistical models, we used moves per 100 days. This change does not affect 

the results. 

13

 Although the results are not displayed separately, we did test for whether District variation in the 

average number of moves per 100 person days is significant using an unconditional model. Those 
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The findings reported in Model A of Table 5.1 align closely with what was previously 

reported, with some exceptions. Although the descriptive data suggest that Aboriginal 

children are less likely to change placement, the statistical model indicates that these 

differences are not statistically significant. The same is true when type of 

maltreatment is considered. The descriptive data suggests that maltreatment type 

matters; the multivariate model suggests that the differences in the descriptive data 

may be linked to underlying differences in the populations. For example, age is an 

important variable in the model. If the age composition of populations defined by 

maltreatment type differs (i.e., younger children are more likely to be neglected), then 

the association between maltreatment type and placement changes may be a 

function of age, which is not detected in the descriptive data found in Table 3.1. 

 

Findings also suggest that the placement setting matters. Children in foster care 

settings (i.e., the carer is not related to the child) are more likely to change 

placements than other children, although the differences are only significant when 

children placed with foster carers are compared to children placed in non-Aboriginal 

kinship homes. A history of placement changes prior to the Wave 1 interview is also 

associated with placement changes after the interview date. Relative to no prior 

placement changes, children and young people with three prior and five or more prior 

changes changed placement more frequently after the interview date. 

 

Children and young people living with caregivers who reported moderate stress 

levels, when compared to caregivers who reported lower levels of stress in their lives, 

also changed placement more frequently. With that said, the meaning of this 

particular finding is difficult to discern given that stress levels for subsequent 

caregivers are not reported
14

. Once the child leaves the home of the Wave 1 

caregiver, the influence of that caregiver on any subsequent placement changes, if 

any, has to be considered carefully. In the event that a child has other caregivers in 

addition to the caregivers interviewed at Waves 1 and 2, caregiver effects are harder 

to observe, because those caregivers were not interviewed. 

 

The models in Table 5.1 also suggest that the caregiver’s satisfaction with services 

as reported in the Wave 1 interview has an influence on the number of placement 

changes per 100 person days. In particular, for children and young people placed 

with caregivers who were satisfied with the assistance they received from their 

                                                                                                                                        

 

 
results indicate that without any controls, the number of moves per 100 person days does vary 

between Districts. 

14

 To be clear, caregiver reports are available at the time of the Wave 1 and 2 interviews. Caregivers, if 

any, between the two points in time are not accounted for in this or any other analysis. 
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caseworker and carers who reported being satisfied with their foster parenting 

experience, placement changes were less frequent. 

 

Finally, with respect to District differences in the number of moves experienced by 

children, the findings suggest that District level differences (i.e., the random effect) 

are not significant
15

. This means that after controlling for child characteristics, 

placement characteristics, and caregiver satisfaction, placement changes are about 

as frequent in one District as in the next. 

 

Table 5.1: Negative Binomial Poisson Models for Number of Placement Changes 

after Interview Date 

 Model A Model B 

 Estimate Standar

d Error 

Sig. Estimate Standard 

Error 

Sig. 

Intercept -6.904 0.571 
*** 

-6.828 0.571 
*** 

Male -0.24 0.146  -0.243 0.146 ^ 

Age at interview (under 2 as reference)       

2 to 5 years 0.077 0.218 
 

0.065 0.218 
 

6 to 12 years 0.827 0.23 
*** 

0.814 0.23 
*** 

13 to 17 years 1.105 0.344 
** 

1.094 0.344 
** 

Aboriginal (non-Aboriginal as reference) -0.171 0.177  -0.192 0.178 
 

 Reported maltreatment issue (mixed as reference)      

Emotional abuse -0.185 0.369 
 

-0.2 0.369 
 

Neglect -0.244 0.181 
 

-0.246 0.181 
 

Physical abuse -0.34 0.223 
 

-0.332 0.223 
 

Sexual abuse -1.497 0.791 
^ 

-1.504 0.793 
^ 

No maltreatment issue -0.37 0.294 
 

-0.37 0.294 
 

Placement setting (foster care as reference)      

Relative/Kinship: Aboriginal -0.118 0.277 
 

-0.106 0.277 
 

Relative/Kinship: Non-Aboriginal -0.961 0.18 
*** 

-0.961 0.181 
*** 

Residential/Other -0.272 0.551 
 

-0.245 0.551 
 

Placement changes before interview (0 as 

reference) 

     

1 0.236 0.187 
 

0.225 0.187 
 

2 0.041 0.228 
 

0.032 0.228 
 

3 0.606 0.27 
* 

0.61 0.271 
* 

4 0.517 0.348 
 

0.521 0.348 
 

5 or more placement changes 0.794 0.38 
* 

0.766 0.381 
* 

  

                                            

 

 
15

 As noted, we prepared unconditional models to test whether the District variation in the number of 

moves is significant. We did the same for the time to the first move. In both cases, the so-called 

random effect was significant, which is indicative of between-District variation in placement changes, 

whether placement change is measured as the number of moves or as the time to the first move. 
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 Model A Model B 

 Estimate 
Standar

d Error 
Sig. Estimate 

Standard 

Error 
Sig. 

Year of interview (2011 as reference) 

      

2012 0.025 0.212 
 

0.026 0.212 
 

2013 -0.045 0.282 
 

-0.043 0.282 
 

Caregiver stress (low as reference) 

      

Moderate 0.471 0.197 * 0.467 0.198 * 

Severe 0.129 0.327 
 

0.123 0.328 
 

Service satisfaction (dissatisfied as reference) 

     

Caseworker accessibility 0.154 0.202 
 

0.169 0.203 
 

Help from caseworker -0.4 0.203 * -0.394 0.204 ^ 

Relation with other agencies -0.316 0.332 
 

-0.337 0.333 
 

Foster parenting experience -0.969 0.387 * -1.017 0.387 ** 

Meet other foster parents 0.27 0.247 
 

0.25 0.247 
 

District Office-level variable 

      

District Office service satisfaction level 

   

-0.597 0.465 

 

-2 Log likelihood 6369 

 
 

 

6374.1 
 

Variance estimate District Office  

Random effect 

0.061 0.054 
 

0.043 0.053 
 

N 1,268 

 
 

 

1,268 
 

Sig. ^ - p < .05; * - p < .01; ** - p < .001      

 

5.2 Time to First Placement Change  

The analysis presented in Table 5.1 considered all the post-interview placement 

changes experienced by the POCLS interview cohort adjusted for how long children 

were in care. In this section, we consider the time to the first placement change 

following the Wave 1 interview. Although the first placement change captures only a 

fraction of the total number of moves, an assessment of the time to the first 

placement change does provide a more accurate measure of whether the caregiver 

stress and satisfaction levels influence placement changes. 

 

As in Table 5.1, two models are presented. Again, both models are multilevel models 

that test for whether differences between Districts in the time to the first placement 

change remain after the characteristics of children, carers, and placement history are 

considered. With respect to effect size, between group differences are expressed as 

differences in the hazard ratio that arise when one group of children is compared to a 

reference group. For example, children belonging to other age groups are compared 

to infants (the reference group). 
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By and large, the statistically meaningful differences reported in Table 5.1 (Model A) 

are preserved in the time-to-first placement change analysis. Older children and 

children with a history of many placement changes tended to leave the Wave 1 carer 

more quickly following the Wave 1 interview. Generally speaking, maltreatment 

history (single vs multiple allegation types) and Aboriginal status were not linked to 

statistically meaningful differences in the time-to-first placement change. 

 

Caregiver stress and the expressed satisfaction with their experience as a caregiver 

were linked to when the placement change took place, but the findings are somewhat 

less pronounced. If the caregiver expressed a moderate level of stress, children and 

young people changed placements more quickly when compared to children living 

with caregivers who reported low levels of stress. Among the measures of service 

satisfaction, children and young people living with caregivers who were satisfied with 

their foster parenting experience were slower to leave placement than children living 

with carers who were less satisfied. 

 

The results in Table 5.2 do indicate, by way of the Wald Test shown in Table 5.2, that 

between District differences in the time-to-first placement change are significant 

(Model A). However, when the average level of caregiver satisfaction is added as a 

variable to explain the between-District variation (see Table 5.2 Model B), the 

random effect is no longer significant. Instead, we see a connection between service 

satisfaction and the time-to-first placement change, with the time-to-first placement 

change taking longer if the caregivers are satisfied with services. The findings 

suggest that between child-level differences in when the first placement change 

happens relative to the interview date depend on the District context, with children 

and young people living in Districts where carers tend to report higher levels of 

satisfaction taking longer to change placements. 
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Table 5.2: Cox Regression of Time-to-First Placement Change after Interview Date 

 Model A Model B 

Variable Estimate 
Std 

Error 
Sig. 

Hazard 

Ratio 
Estimate 

Std 

Error 
Sig. 

Hazard 

Ratio 

Male -0.21 0.137 

 

0.81 -0.221 0.137 

 

0.802 

Interview age (infant as reference) 

2 to 5 years 0.068 0.218 

 

1.07 0.091 0.218 

 

1.095 

6 to 12 years 0.793 0.224 *** 2.21 0.817 0.224 *** 2.263 

13 to 17 years 0.987 0.323 ** 2.684 1.013 0.322 ** 2.754 

Aboriginal status -0.246 0.168 

 

0.782 -0.279 0.168 ^ 0.756 

Reported maltreatment issue (mixed as reference) 

Emotional abuse -0.392 0.402 

 

0.675 -0.415 0.401 

 

0.661 

Neglect -0.265 0.17 

 

0.767 -0.276 0.169 

 

0.759 

Physical abuse -0.296 0.218 

 

0.744 -0.284 0.218 

 

0.753 

Sexual abuse -1.172 0.722 

 

0.31 -1.192 0.722 ^ 0.304 

No maltreatment 

issue 
-0.145 0.279 

 

0.865 -0.124 0.279 

 

0.883 

Placement setting (foster care as reference) 

Kin: Aboriginal -0.044 0.267 

 

0.957 -0.02 0.266 

 

0.98 

Kin: Non-

Aboriginal 
-0.87 0.174 *** 0.419 -0.891 0.174 *** 0.41 

Residential/Other -0.558 0.481 

 

0.572 -0.526 0.478 

 

0.591 

Placement changes before interview (0 as reference) 

1 0.391 0.182 * 1.479 0.38 0.181 * 1.463 

2 0.116 0.226 

 

1.123 0.101 0.225 

 

1.106 

3 0.876 0.249 *** 2.402 0.874 0.249 *** 2.397 

4 0.469 0.319 

 

1.598 0.443 0.319 

 

1.558 

5 or more 

placement 

changes 

1.453 0.297 *** 4.275 1.416 0.295 *** 4.122 

Year of interview (2011 as reference) 

2012 -0.015 0.213 

 

0.985 -0.014 0.212 

 

0.986 

2013 0.03 0.274 

 

1.03 0.029 0.272 

 

1.03 

Caregiver stress (low as reference) 

Moderate 0.469 0.184 * 1.598 0.478 0.183 ** 1.612 

Severe 0.062 0.321 

 

1.064 0.084 0.321 

 

1.088 
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 Model A Model B 

Variable Estimate 
Std 

Error 
Sig. 

Hazard 

Ratio 
Estimate 

Std 

Error 
Sig. 

Hazard 

Ratio 

Service satisfaction (dissatisfied as reference) 

Caseworker 

accessibility  
0.071 0.188 

 

1.073 0.1 0.188 

 

1.105 

Help from 

caseworker 
-0.102 0.191 

 

0.903 -0.097 0.191 

 

0.908 

Relation with 

other agencies 
-0.199 0.294 

 

0.819 -0.217 0.294 

 

0.805 

Foster parenting 

experience 
-0.84 0.354 * 0.432 -0.871 0.353 * 0.419 

Meet other foster 

parents 
0.094 0.226 

 

1.098 0.061 0.225 

 

1.063 

District Office-level variable 

District Office 

service 

satisfaction level 
    

-0.887 0.411 * 0.412 

Likelihood ratio test 

chi sq. 
157.29 

 

*** 

 

153.83 

 

*** 

 

Wald Test for 

random District 

Office effect 

12.92 

 

* 

 

4.13 

   

Number of events 224 

   

224 

   

N 1,268 

   

1,268 

   

Sig. ^ - p < .05; * - p < .01; ** - p < .001 
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6 Discussion 

Placement stability is an important indicator of how well an out-of-home care system 

is working. Matching children with carers who can provide care over the life course is 

an important goal because those relationships help children grow up with a secure 

sense of attachment. The POCLS provides a unique opportunity to understand when 

children are most likely to change placement, how often they change placement, and 

the child/carer characteristics associated with placement changes.  

 

In this study of placement stability, we considered two measures of placement 

stability: the number of post-Wave 1 interview placement changes and the time 

between the Wave 1 interview and the first placement change. With respect to child 

characteristics, we considered gender, age at the Wave 1 interview, Aboriginal 

status, placement setting, and the number of placement changes prior to the Wave 1 

interview. Caregiver characteristics included in the analysis focused on caregiver 

stress and caregiver satisfaction with services. The two were considered together 

because of their practice implications. On the one hand, caregivers who report high 

stress levels may be less willing to contend with the rigors of being a foster or kinship 

carer. On the other hand, supportive services or feeling supported may help foster 

and kinship carers adjust to the demands of being a foster carer. 

 

The findings reported highlight a number of issues that may help the Department of 

Family and Community Services reduce placement changes. At the child level, young 

people with a history of placement changes are at risk of moving again in the future. 

Generalising to cohorts of children coming into care now, special attention paid to 

children and young people who change placement prior to the final care and 

protection order may pay dividends if subsequent placement changes can be 

prevented. The analysis also suggests that young people in foster homes and older 

children represent other, important target groups. 

 

From the Wave 1 caregiver’s perspective, a caregiver who reported moderate stress 

raised the chances that a child in their care would change placement, when 

placement change was measured as the time between the Wave 1 interview and the 

first move. The number of moves and the time to first move were also influenced by 

whether the caregiver was satisfied with services. Specifically, help from their 

caseworker and positive foster or kinship parenting experiences were associated with 

fewer moves. The timing of the first move was delayed if the foster or kinship carer 

reported having positive experiences. 

 

The analysis also showed significant differences between Districts in the time to the 

first placement change (Table 5.2). This was true even after controlling for the 

characteristics of the children and the carers. In particular, District level satisfaction 
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with services, as captured by considering how the carers in a District responded to 

questions about their satisfaction, suggest that between District differences in the 

time to the first move can be explained by differences in the level of satisfaction as 

expressed by carers within the District. As a result, the policy and practice 

implications are reasonably clear. Placement changes happen more quickly when 

caregivers express moderate stress and feel less supported. Moreover, caregivers 

who feel this way may be concentrated in some Districts as opposed to others. If 

additional support reduces caregiver stress and improves the foster or kinship 

parenting experience, then the benefits of the extra attention may include increased 

placement stability. Further exploration of the District differences would reveal where 

efforts to improve practice will likely pay off the most. This connection between 

policy, practice, and improved outcomes for children represents the type of insight 

the POCLS is meant to generate. 
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Appendix A 

During the caregiver interview, respondents were asked a series of questions 

pertaining to the felt level of stress in their lives, satisfaction with the reachability of 

their caseworkers, the help they receive from caseworkers, their relationship with 

other agencies, their overall satisfaction with being a foster (or kinship) parent, and 

the opportunities available to them to meet other foster carers. The questions about 

satisfaction with services are outlined below. The answers provided by the carers 

were coded into two categories: dissatisfied or other. Carers who answered 

dissatisfied or very dissatisfied were grouped together; everyone else was listed in 

the other category. The specific questions are listed below. 

 

Appendix Table 1: POCLS Questions Regarding Caregiver Satisfaction with Services 

Questions: Satisfaction with Services (Satisfaction with Foster Parenting Inventory (SFPI) 
Social Service Support Satisfaction Scale). 

1. Caseworker reachability 

How satisfied are you with being able to reach caseworkers when needed? 

2. Help from caseworker 

How satisfied are you with assistance from caseworkers? 

3. Relation with other agencies 

How satisfied are you with your working relationship with other agencies related to [study child] 

(education, counsellors, etc.)? 

4. Foster care and relative/kinship care parenting 

What is your overall level of satisfaction with foster or kinship parenting? 

5. Meet other foster parents or relative/kinship carers 

How satisfied are you with opportunities to meet other foster or kinship families? 

Response Categories 

Very satisfied 

Satisfied 

Unsure 

Dissatisfied 

Very dissatisfied 

Don’t know 

Refused 
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The questions about caregiver stress are laid out in Appendix Table 0.2. Caregiver 

psychological stress was measured using the Kessler Psychological Distress Index 

(Kessler et al, 2002). This is a 10-item questionnaire intended to yield a global 

measure of distress based on questions about anxiety and depressive symptoms that 

a person has experienced in the most recent four-week period. Total score is the 

sum of 10 items, ranging from 10 to 50, where Over 22=Severe, 16-21=moderate, 

and <21=low. Those codes were used in the analysis. 

 

Appendix Table 2: POCLS Measures of Caregiver Psychological Stress 

Questions: Caregiver Stress (Kessler K10) 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel tired out for no good reason? 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel nervous? 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel so nervous that nothing could calm you down? 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel hopeless? 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel restless or fidgety? 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel so restless you could not sit still? 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel depressed? 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel that everything was an effort? 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel so sad that nothing could cheer you up? 

In the last 4 weeks, about how often did you feel worthless?  

In the last 4 weeks, how many days were you totally unable to work, study or manage your day-to-day  

activities because of these feelings? 

Aside from [that day/those days], in the last 4 weeks, how many days were you able to work, study or  

manage your day-to-day activities, but had to cut down on what you did because of these feelings? 

In the last 4 weeks, how many times have you seen a doctor or other health professional about these  

feelings? 

In the last 4 weeks, how often have physical health problems been the main cause of these feelings? 

Response Categories 

5 All of the time 

4 Most of the time 

3 Some of the time 

2 A little of the time 

1 None of the time 

No response 
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