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Abstract: Despite the range of life changes experienced by young people who are 
multiple service users (MSU), many demonstrate remarkable levels of optimism. This 
article reports on the changes in living arrangements (including out-of-home 
placements), schooling, and social workers, experienced by a sub-sample of 16 
multiple service using young people with complex needs who participated in a mixed 
methods study (n = 605). Case file data and qualitative interviews were analysed in 
order to understand young people’s experiences of change and the factors that 
supported them to adapt positively to these. The findings revealed that change 
disrupted service delivery but that the active involvement of family and at least one 
service provided more effective support for young people experiencing change than 
either of those resources alone. Memories and imaginations of family may act as an 
emotional co-presence or identity resource when active family support is unavailable. 
The findings provide an argument for relationship-based, long term service 
involvement with young people with complex needs which complements or 
supplements family relationships particularly when these are inactive. 
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Young people with complex needs who become involved in multiple services have 
commonly had at least one experience that has shaken their lives. While enhancing stability is 
a key goal of most interventions, young people with complex needs often experience changes 
in living arrangements, educational services, and workers during their journey through 
services. Despite these changes, some young people demonstrate remarkable levels of 
optimism and an ability to survive (Ungar, 2001). This article explores the factors which 
helped young people to positively manage change, including the resources and relationships 
they drew on, and considers implications for social work practice. Findings are based on 
analysis of data collected for the qualitative component of a mixed methods study of young 
people who use multiple services in New Zealand (Sanders et al., 2013c). 
 

The Effects of Change on Young People’s Outcomes 
 

While for most young people changes in circumstance, such as moving home or 
school, can be disruptive, they are nonetheless commonplace. Times of change, for example a 
move to boarding school, may even provide improved opportunities (Plumridge & James, 
2011). For young people with complex needs, however, there is evidence that change and 
mobility are correlated with poorer outcomes (Plumridge & James, 2011; Stein, 2006).  
 
Effects of placement changes 
  

The experience of multiple placements is well researched within the looked-after 
children literature, with evidence of correlations between multiple placement moves and 
negative outcomes for young people. These include behavioural problems, offending, poor 
educational achievement, unemployment, and mental health problems (Cashmore & Paxman, 
2006; Rock, Michelson, Thomson, & Day, 2013; Stein & Munro, 2008). Short-term 
placement instability (occurring soon after a young person enters care) may not be harmful if 
there is a positive reason for change that the young person understands and accepts. However, 
prolonged instability has negative effects (Barber & Delfrabbo, 2006). Research suggests 
placement instability affects young people’s outcomes in part by undermining existing 
support networks and minimising opportunities to develop new relationships; repeated 
changes may cause young people to become disillusioned (Holland & Crowley, 2013; Rock 
et al., 2013) but also self-reliant (Jakobsen, 2012). As Driscoll (2011) states: 

  
Having been let down, as they saw it, both by their birth families and professionals, 
self-reliance was regarded as a positive attribute, recounted with some pride and 
emphasised particularly by the boys. (p. 25) 

 
Self-reliance as a consequence of placement changes is not entirely positive. Schofield and 
Beek (2009) note young people who become prematurely self-reliant are unlikely to thrive 
with only personal resources to draw on.  
 

Placement instability has been a concern in New Zealand and internationally (Atwool, 
2010; Rock et al., 2013; Tarren-Sweeney, 2008). While placement stability is important, 
young people’s perceived security has been identified as a more significant predictor of 
outcomes (Cashmore & Paxman, 2006). Cashmore and Paxman (2006) suggest placement 
stability contributes to “felt” security by building young people’s access to relationships, 
sense of belonging, and long-term support networks (Cashmore & Paxman, 2006; Schofield 
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& Beek, 2009; Stein & Munro, 2008). They identify placement stability and continuity as 
“the best default options” for “felt” security (Cashmore & Paxman, 2006, p. 239).  
 
Effects of changes in education 
 

Changing schools can result in disruptions to a young person’s education with 
negative consequences for their academic outcomes and future opportunities (Driscoll, 2011; 
Plumridge & James, 2011). This, combined with other factors such as low expectations from 
teachers and problematic relationships with carers (Driscoll, 2011), contributes to poor 
outcomes for children in care. School changes disrupt relationships with peers (Fernandez, 
2006) and with key adults in the school setting who provide support to students. The 
literature suggests that where there is education and placement stability, care leavers are more 
likely to remain at school and move into higher education (Driscoll, 2011; Stein, 2006). 

  
Effects of changes in social workers and services 
  

Young people with complex needs often experience changes in social workers and 
caregivers during their involvement with services. These changes, including discharge from a 
service, are likely to be experienced as a loss and where clients perceive that their needs have 
not been met, such endings can “reactivate feelings of being abandoned” and increase 
vulnerability (Solomon, 2010, p. 178). Multiple worker changes are strongly correlated with 
placement instability (Rock et al., 2013) which in turn is correlated with poorer outcomes for 
young people (Stein, 2006).  
 
Change and relationships 
 

Attachment and identity theories (Ainsworth & Bell, 1970; Chen, Lau, Tapanya, & 
Cameron, 2012; Erikson, 1965; Schofield & Beek, 2009) provide insight into how change 
impacts on young people’s development and on their relationships. Attachment theory 
proposes infants need to develop a relationship with at least one caregiver in order for normal 
psycho-social development to occur, and that children use their “attachment figure” as a 
“secure base” which they return to after exploring their environment (Ainsworth & Bell, 
1970; Schofield & Beek, 2009). Based on early attachments, people develop an internal 
working model – essentially a guide, based on experience – of how to understand the world, 
what to expect from relationships, and how to take part in these. Poor early relationships with 
or changes in caregivers can upset the capacity of infants and children to experience good 
quality attachments and relationships in the future and deprive young people of a secure base 
to draw on during times of change. Later relationships with caring and supportive adults or 
peers can have a compensatory effect (Stein, 2006), in particular by offering belonging, 
family membership, and a secure base (Schofield & Beek, 2009). 
 

Movement and change can also impact on a young person’s sense of belonging and 
identity which is formed within the context of relationships with families, carers, friends, and 
communities (Chen et al., 2012; Schofield & Beek, 2009; Smith, Kumar, Nicholson, & 
Kumar, 2006; Snow, H, S, J, A & P, 2013). When these relationships are constantly shifting 
young people may find it difficult to know where they belong which militates against them 
being able to form a consistent identity: 

 
Constant changes can hardly fail to reinforce the impression that nothing can be 
expected to endure, including a sense of self-persistence. (Ward, 2011, p. 2516)  
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Without a strong sense of self to anchor them, young people in care may experience low self-
esteem or be profoundly distressed by change. (Schofield & Beek, 2009)  
 

Resources that Mediate Outcomes and Change 
 

Studies suggest young people’s resilience resources help mediate their outcomes and 
moderate the effects of risk they face within their lives (Ungar, 2005). Such resources include 
factors in young people’s individual make-up (for example, individual skills), relationships 
(for example, with family), and wider social environments (for example, cultural and 
community connections; engagement with education) and the way these  interact. Given that 
change is correlated with negative outcomes for young people in care (Stein & Munro, 2008), 
it could be argued that change acts as a risk for young people with complex needs and the 
resilience resources described above may moderate its effects.  
 

For young people with complex needs, relationships with adults are a particularly 
important resource (Ungar, 2004), especially those that offer continuity, contribute to 
perceived security (Cashmore & Paxman, 2006), and provide young people with a secure 
base (Schofield & Beek, 2009) through periods of change. The relationships young people 
have with service providers (including caregivers) and their families are of particular interest 
in building an understanding of the factors that promote positive outcomes in youth. There is 
evidence that services that work effectively with young people, harnessing their existing 
resources to provide them with support, are more likely to have a positive influence on young 
people’s outcomes (Sanders et al., 2013b) and that positive relationships with “reliable” 
workers can contribute to young people’s sense of security (Schofield & Beek, 2009, p. 257). 
 

The role of family relationships on young people’s outcomes and experiences of 
change is complex. Regardless of damaged relationships or limited contact, there is some 
evidence to suggest that family continues to play a role in the lives of young people with 
complex needs. Previous studies (Biehal & Wade, 1996; Holland & Crowley, 2013) suggest 
young people in care, a group of youth with particularly complex needs, often hold an 
idealised view of family. As Holland and Crowley note: 

 
The young people in our study often powerfully envisioned families they lived by, 
sometimes in the form of their birth families and the imagined alternative lives they 
might have lived with them, a longed for, stable substitute home or an imagined future 
family of their own. (p. 59) 

 
These young people described an “emotional co-presence” (Holland & Crowley, 2013, p. 61) 
of family in the form of memories and imaginations. There was also evidence that young 
people’s interwoven biographies with their family played a particular role that was difficult to 
replicate in other relationships (Holland & Crowley, 2013, p. 64).  
 

The role of young people’s relationships with their siblings is also important and 
should not be overlooked when attempting to understand the way in which relational supports 
can contribute to better outcomes for youth with complex needs. Evidence shows sibling co-
placement reduces young people’s negative behaviour, while separation is correlated with 
placement instability, although sibling conflict may also contribute to placement breakdown 
(Rock et al., 2013). Perhaps more importantly, Holland and Crowley (2013) found sibling 
relationships represented the most positive birth family relationships for children in care and 
described profound emotional consequences for some young people where these relationships 
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were lost as a result of placements, particularly when one sibling had played a caregiving 
role.  
 

Given that change and negative outcomes are correlated, that resources and positive 
outcomes are correlated, and that relationships are a particularly important resource for young 
people with complex needs, this article explores young people’s experiences of change, the 
resources and relationships that had a positive bearing on their experiences of change, and 
considers some implications for social work practice. 
 

Methods 
 

This article is based on findings from the New Zealand Pathways to Resilience 
Research Programme (PtRP). The PtRP is a mixed methods study investigating the role that 
services (child welfare, juvenile justice, education, and mental health delivered by both 
statutory and non-government organisations) play in mitigating the effects of adversity and in 
maximising young people’s resources and the potential for good outcomes in youth with 
complex needs. The PtRP is a cross-sectional study which will be advanced by the 
forthcoming Youth Transitions study which examines changing patterns in young people’s 
risk, resilience, and service use over time. Ethical approval for the PtRP was granted by the 
Massey University Ethics Committee.  
 

The quantitative phase of the PtRP consisted of a survey of 605 multiple service using 
youth (MSU), a survey with a matched comparison group of youth (n = 605), and a survey 
with a person nominated by the youth as knowing the most about them (PMK). Young people 
were aged between 12 and 17 and at the time of the research were clients of two or more 
service systems (juvenile justice, child welfare, alternative or special education services, or 
mental health services, both statutory and non-governmental). Youth were recruited from six 
geographical locations around New Zealand. Multiple service using youth faced high levels 
of risk located at the individual level (including delinquency, substance abuse, and 
depression), the family/whānau level (abuse, neglect, and poverty), and the community level 
(violence, social disorganisation, disengagement from education). The survey captured 
demographic information, young people’s patterns of harm, their experiences of service use, 
their relationships with family and friends, and the role of material, social, and emotional 
resources in achieving functional outcomes including involvement in school, civic 
engagement, pro-social behaviour, positive peer group, and future aspirations (opportunities 
and optimism). It was administered by a trained interviewer.  
 

The qualitative phase of the research involved interviews with young people (n = 
109), case file reviews, and interviews with a PMK. Young people were identified for 
inclusion in the qualitative sub-sample based on their risk and resilience scores calculated 
from their responses to the survey. Those with the highest risk and the highest or lowest 
resilience scores were included in this sub-sample. The young people in the qualitative sub-
sample gave permission for case file reviews to be completed for up to four of the services 
with which they had been involved (Sanders et al., 2013c).  
 

Case file review data was collected using a template that included dates, description 
of the file item, and a summary of the file entry. Summaries captured the following 
information: why the service became involved, processes of assessment and investigation that 
informed decisions, interventions with the youth, and the rationale for case closure. File 
excerpts used in this article are summaries of file data made by researchers; they are not 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2014) 5(3): 447–465 
 

452 

verbatim records from files for confidentiality reasons. Both the qualitative interviews and 
the file reviews were coded and analysed in NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software 
package.  
 

The analysis used in this article is based on the case file reviews and interviews of 16 
young people included in the qualitative sub-sample and comprises the eight young people 
with the highest resilience scores and the eight with the lowest resilience scores. This 
selection enabled comparisons to be made of differences in experiences of change and 
resilience resources for the group of MSU youth with the highest risk and with the highest 
and lowest resilience. Changes of living arrangements, schools, workers, and support services 
– and the young people’s experiences of these according to their files and interviews – were 
analysed. Case files spanned between one day and 16 years. Thematic analysis was used to 
analyse the data. The findings reported in this article represent the major themes that emerged 
in this analysis. Pseudonyms have been used. 

  
Findings 

 
Young people’s experiences of change 
 

The young people in the sample experienced a broad range of change in their lives 
including: changes in living arrangements, housing, schooling, relationships and support 
networks. These changes were the consequences of events both within and beyond their 
control (for example, a parent going to prison, family violence, and/or the young person’s 
own behaviours). 

  
 

Table 1. Median number of changes by resilience group 

 Higher resilience group 

n = 8 

Lower resilience group 

n = 8 

Median number of years 
known to a single service 

8.6 4.1 

Median number of changes in 
living arrangements 

7 4.5 

Median number of social 
workers in a single service 

3.5 4 

Median number of changes in 
educational settings 

4 4 

 

 
As shown in Table 1, young people who scored higher on resilience measures and had 

more resilience resources (higher resilience group) experienced a similar volume of change 
(of placements, schools, and workers) to those who scored lower and had fewer resilience 
resources (lower resilience group). However, the higher resilience group had longer histories 
of service involvement than the lower resilience group.  
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Changes in living arrangements 
  

While just under a third of the young people included in this analysis had never lived 
outside of their parents’ care, the remainder, from both the higher and lower resilience 
groups, experienced between two and 37 moves. These were often a combination of moves 
instigated by families, placements instigated by services, and changes organised by young 
people themselves such as those that resulted from absconding from a previous living 
arrangement. Some young people experienced changes prior to their involvement with the 
services included in this analysis. These changes may have taken place when the young 
person was involved with a different service, when case files were closed or as the result of 
family court decisions.  
 

More so than other types of change (for example, of school or social worker), changes 
in living arrangements had flow-on effects. Moves to new communities often resulted in 
changes of schools or educational settings, support services, interventions, and importantly, 
changes to young people’s relationships and social networks as illustrated by the following 
file summary: 

  
Anton moved continuously as a child due to mother’s controlling behaviour. Mother 
was diagnosed with a mental illness. Due to constant moving Anton did not settle into 
school/peer relationships. 

 
Young people exhibited a range of responses to the changes in their living 

arrangements. Caregivers reported challenges in managing young people’s behaviours, young 
people themselves made complaints or requested moves, and some absconded. In both the 
files and the interviews there was evidence of youth sabotaging placements in an effort to 
return home, demonstrating control over their environments and identities (Ungar, 2001), or 
rejecting relationships with new carers before they had a chance to be rejected themselves 
(Solomon, 2010). Other young people responded well to particular placements and some 
reflected sadly on changes to placements where they had a good relationship with carers or 
with local peer groups. The following excerpt from a file summary illustrates the benefits 
youth gained from positive placements and also the desire youth had to return to those places 
that had contained good experiences: 

 
Paoroa was clear that [residential placement] changed his life and outlook. Lots of 
activities – diving, fishing, hunting, doing things for community, counselling, group 
therapy. Felt like second home and secure. Company from the [elders]. Paoroa would 
go back if he could.  
 

Data from both the file analyses and the qualitative interviews revealed that placement 
changes were often unplanned and frequently reacted to crises. Managing placement changes 
and responding to disruptions to these dominated much of recorded social work practice with 
young people. It was clear that considerable time and energy was expended on trying to 
secure consistent living arrangements for these youth. Changes in living arrangements 
appeared to have more far-reaching effects for young people than changes in schools and 
social workers which are discussed in the following sections.  
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Changes in schools 
 

Changes in schooling or educational services were a common experience. Of the 16 
cases examined, only three young people had no recorded changes while three experienced at 
least seven changes in schools or educational services. Young people in the higher resilience 
group had more changes to their schooling, although this likely reflects that several of the 
young people in the lower resilience group no longer attended school and therefore did not 
experience school changes. Changes in schools were sometimes related to a young person’s 
transient lifestyle with their family and had consequences for both academic progress and 
peer relationships. The following file summary illustrates this: 
 

Anton participated well at school, was described as bright and academically able, but 
had not progressed in education due to his mother’s transience. 

 
Schooling changes were also commonly a result of placement moves as noted in the previous 
section. School expulsion and changes in educational services typically resulted from “acting 
out” behaviour; this trend was noted more frequently for young people in the lower resilience 
group. In many cases young people had experienced a trauma which contributed to the 
challenging behaviour they exhibited prior to being expelled. Files indicated that often a 
young person’s use of alcohol or drugs precipitated a school expulsion. In these cases there 
was commonly a requirement by substance and mental health treatment services that youth 
attend all clinic appointments to retain their place in the service; youth were discharged from 
these services after three non-attendances regardless of whether their needs had been met. 
These practices had implications for education, welfare, and justice providers who were left 
managing the youth without clinical interventions.   
 

Most of the young people expressed a desire to participate in education as a means to 
becoming independent and/or employed in the future; in a few cases young people’s 
behaviours reflected this motivation. In one example, a young person spoke of his anxiety 
regarding the disruption his drug and alcohol rehabilitation was having on his ability to 
complete academic credits. Following the completion of his treatment he successfully re-
engaged with mainstream education. 
 

Schools themselves had a role to play in whether or not young people experienced 
change. Youth and PMK did describe some schools and particular teachers as making great 
efforts to support youth to keep attending school. Others were less willing to “go the 
distance” particularly where young people displayed challenging behaviour, as described in 
the file excerpt below: 

 
Mother did not want her son to go to [name of high school] because he was not 
wanted there and from experience she knew that when the school did not want a 
young person they would give up when things got hard. 

 
Young people’s responses to school moves were mixed. Files provided evidence of 

young people struggling to settle into new schools particularly where there was instability in 
other parts of their lives (for example, placement moves, court appearances, substance abuse) 
but also of young people responding well to school changes and making efforts to engage, 
particularly when other aspects of their lives (for example, placements) were stabilised. The 
following file excerpt demonstrates this: 
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Jim seemed settled in residence and workers noted he participated well in activities 
such as creative writing with a staff member. He was described as enjoying the school 
programme and the structure of residence.   

 
In addition to changes in living arrangements and schools, many young people experienced 
changes in workers, as described in the following section.   
 
Changes in workers 
  

As shown in Table 1, most of the young people had worked with multiple social 
workers; six young people had six or more workers within one service. The young person 
who had the most social workers (19) had been involved with one service for over 16 years; 
that service’s involvement ranged from providing protective responses and placement options 
through to managing the young person’s criminal offending. Young people commonly had 
multiple workers across agencies, or from different parts of the same agency (for example, a 
social worker, psychologist, counsellor, and residential social worker).  
 

Reasons for changes in worker included allocation of more appropriate workers (those 
with greater experience, or better cultural or gender matches), previous workers leaving the 
service or changing roles, or as a result of files being transferred between offices when young 
people moved to a different geographical location. In a number of the files reviewed, the 
transfer of cases from one office to another (and consequent changes in workers) resulted in 
challenges, particularly regarding responsibility for funding (e.g., for school uniforms) and 
completion of case-related tasks. A number of files noted concerns from families or other 
professionals about the quality and timeliness of practice and the consequences (e.g., 
financial stress) for some families during periods when workers changed or cases were 
transferred. As noted, changes in living arrangements, schools, and social workers impacted 
on young people’s relationships; these impacts are discussed in the following section.  
 
Impact of change on family relationships and service delivery 
 

For many young people, family relationships persisted where other relationships (for 
example, with caregivers, peers, school support networks, and social workers) fell by the 
wayside as the result of change. In the 16 files explored, most young people had some form 
of ongoing contact with their parents, although there were differences in the regularity and 
quality of this contact. It was particularly notable that the young people with higher resilience 
scores had more active and/or positive involvement with a family member than young people 
with lower resilience scores. Many young people also had relationships with extended family 
(siblings, aunts, uncles, grandparents). The resilience measure specifically captured 
information on a range of caregiving relationships and included both psychological and 
physical caregiving dimensions, so youth who had a wider range of family available to act in 
these roles scored higher on the resilience measure. Family, both nuclear and extended, were 
often a first port of call for young people despite sometimes troubled relationships and 
histories. It is notable that in both the higher and lower resilience groups birth fathers were 
often absent from young people’s lives. 
 

Change did, however, affect service delivery. The following file excerpt demonstrates 
how a single, short-term change had a number of flow-on effects: 

   
Guy had three placements in 12 months. He had not attended school as his behaviours 
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were deemed by the school to place other students at risk. He had been with a tracker 
daily and this started to become difficult. Guy had one appointment with the mental 
health service, in [town A]. When he was placed in [town B] with maternal family 
members, he was assessed by a psychiatrist who diagnosed him as having a severe 
conduct disorder and prescribed him medication. Guy then moved back to [town A] 
where the mental health service required a new full assessment. He appeared to be in a 
state of limbo. 

 
Not only were Guy’s physical circumstances and relationships disrupted, but therapeutic 
interventions were also delayed, limiting his ability to progress in other areas.   
 

Despite intensive and multiple agency involvement, this file summary points to the 
difficulties in providing adequate services when a young person’s life lacks stability (James, 
Fraser, & Saville-Smith, 2011). Services may be unwilling to begin or persist with work if 
placements are short term and time can pass quickly with what appears to be little 
improvement for a young person. Young people may find it difficult to engage with and 
commit to placements, schools, services, and relationships if their experience has been that 
carers, workers, or programmes do not “last the distance”. In such situations services may be 
unconsciously mirroring young people’s experiences (Ruch, Turney, & Ward, 2010).  
Conversely, without intervention it may be difficult to create stability for a young person who 
demonstrates challenging behaviours or who lives in a family that is experiencing difficulties.  
 

Relationship Resources for Managing Change 
 

The role of family 
 

Evidence from the case file summaries and the interviews with young people 
suggested many perceived family as a key support during periods of change and valued the 
ongoing nature of these relationships, sometimes regardless of their quality and even when 
they had experienced harm within family settings. Families appeared to play different roles in 
supporting young people through change: as caregivers and/or providers of material support, 
as providers of emotional support, and in their least active forms as an “emotional co-
presence” (Holland & Crowley, 2013, p. 261). The notion of belonging was central to these 
relationships. In this regard, they comprise a critical dimension that service providers must 
take account of in their work with young people. 
 

Young people in the higher resilience group tended to have more positive and active 
relationships with at least one adult member of their extended family although not necessarily 
their parents. In most cases family cared for young people full time, providing them with 
material and emotional support. Situations were not always ideal however. Some file 
summaries showed evidence of family violence or parental substance abuse within home 
settings and in other instances, young people were dealing with their own issues of sexual 
abuse, addiction, mental health, or learning disabilities.  
 

There were two sub-groups within the lower resilience group; those with ambivalent 
relationships with family and those for whom family was largely unavailable. In the first sub-
group, young people were cared for by their family who provided them with material support 
and maintained involvement in their lives; despite ambivalent or poor relationships, young 
people recognised the support their family provided. For these young people, living with 
family who provided a continuous or familiar living environment despite certain challenges 
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was preferable to living independently or in out-of-home care; young people felt comforted 
by familiar behaviours, norms, and expectations (Holland & Crowley, 2013; Snow et al., 
2013).  
 

In the second sub-group, family was largely unavailable for reasons including parental 
death, imprisonment, mental health issues, addictions, family violence, patterns of harmful 
behaviour across the extended family, or where family had rejected youth. Some of these 
young people did not perceive their family settings as harmful despite evidence to the 
contrary. They held idealised views of their families and longed to be with them, 
experiencing them as a comforting emotional support or co-presence (Biehal & Wade, 1996; 
Holland & Crowley, 2013). Young people absconding from placements to return home was a 
common occurrence among these youth as demonstrated in the following file summary: 

  
Social worker visited Angela and found that she had been residing with her mother 
[who has serious mental health problems] and maternal grandmother for past 6 weeks, 
and had not informed the social worker of this. File noted that Angela stated she 
would “vote with her feet” if she was placed back with caregivers, as she wished to 
remain with her mother.  

 
In a number of instances families acted as emergency placements when other placements 
broke down. This occurred even when those same families had previously requested young 
people be placed elsewhere, or when social workers had, in the past, deemed family 
placements inappropriate. In the case of the latter, additional supports or safety plans were 
usually put in place. 
 

The need to belong was a key theme amongst young people who had the least 
involvement with their families as demonstrated by this file summary: 

  
Ngaio was described as really distressed, didn’t want to go in residence, felt very 
lonely, had no-one to belong to…. She was then placed with another new caregiver. 
Her worker stated she was very much wanting a long term placement, was “sick of 
feeling that no-one wants her”.  

 
For this group of young people, family was a representation, a longed for dream: 
  

Maree said that throughout her childhood she would often, and sometimes still does, 
look at others and wish she had a “normal childhood”, “a happy childhood”; she is not 
sure what a normal childhood looks like but she would describe it as “a life that’s not 
mine” [excerpt is a summary from an interview where a recording device could not be 
used]. 
 
Despite the harm they had experienced in their care, these young people commonly 

identified parents as important people in their lives. The complexity of these relationships can 
be difficult to grasp but the role of parents or families of origin in such cases may be as an 
identity resource (Chen et al., 2012; Snow et al., 2013), offering young people “interwoven” 
biographies (Holland & Crowley, 2013, p. 64) which contribute to their sense of self (Ruch et 
al., 2010) and potentially to their sense of security (Cashmore & Paxman, 2006). This may 
also explain the important role that relationships with siblings play for these young people. 
As one young person stated in an interview:  
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It’s hard because I miss my family and you don’t get to see your family much…not the 
little kids, the ones that I love so much. 

 
These notions are the basis for arguments that support continued contact between young 
people and their families once they have been placed in care. However, evidence regarding 
the effects of contact on long-term placement stability is mixed (Rock et al., 2013) suggesting 
care must be taken in how young people’s expectations of such contact are managed.  
 

Families appeared to provide increasing levels of material support as young people 
transitioned into adulthood, a period of significant change. Despite many young people 
having at some stage been in care, at the time of the research over half lived with their 
parents or other family (the remainder lived independently, in residential care, or were 
homeless). Some file summaries raised questions about the extent of support offered to 
families to help them overcome original issues of concern particularly where a young 
person’s return home was unplanned.  
 

Interestingly, a number of the young people in the higher resilience group had 
experiences similar to young people in the lower resilience group including repeated safety 
concerns, parents suffering from mental health issues or addictions, and multiple changes to 
living arrangements. The key difference appeared to be the contextual support available to 
young people in the higher resilience group, and in many cases the active work by services to 
provide the young people with a safe environment or to support families to support their 
young people.  
 
Relationships with services 
 

Young people in both the higher and lower resilience groups described being 
supported through periods of change by a range of services. One emerging theme was that of 
worker persistence and commitment. The following file summary illustrates the way in which 
a school provided extensive support for Ruby, giving her stability during a period of change: 

 
Social worker had spoken with Ruby’s teacher who said Ruby [was] missing her 
father…. The teacher reported there was a plan for Ruby to have dinner at her 
grandmother’s home; her caregiver also supported this. Ruby was due to start 
counselling. She had reported nightmares/sleeping problems as well as other 
symptoms. School had found a clinical psychologist who was willing to work with 
her. School was working on specific future orientated tasks with Ruby on an informal 
level. Ruby was able to access the school counsellor and Deputy Principal for support. 
School was going to investigate medication with her doctor. 

 
Persistence and commitment may also enhance a service’s engagement with young people, as 
demonstrated in Anton’s file where the social worker made weekly home visits over a six-
month period (prior to Anton turning 17). While it is not possible to attribute causality, it is 
notable that Anton reported favourably on their relationship and the worker’s ability to listen. 
After the research interview, Anton elaborated on this, as captured in the following field note: 
   

Anton finds current social worker very helpful. After [the research interview] tape 
was stopped he elaborated and said she was really good – in terms of a service that 
has stood out. She listens, doesn’t make judgements, hears what he says. He said that 



International Journal of Child, Youth and Family Studies (2014) 5(3): 447–465 
 

459 

the social worker “has the ability to listen without thinking she knows best, she knows 
how to listen”. 

 
These findings are consistent with Ruch’s et al. (2010) research into relationship-based 
practice which suggests worker persistence aids in developing effective relationships, 
modelling to clients a “reliable, engaged and constructive relationship” (Ruch et al., 2010, p. 
15) and enhances their ability to regulate their own lives. In attachment terms such a 
relationship contributes to a “secure base” from which, over time, the client will be able to 
develop their own internal working model and provide stability for themselves (Ruch et al., 
2010; Schofield & Beek, 2009).  
  

Knowing a service is available to them on an ongoing basis was reassuring for some 
young people, as demonstrated in the following interview quote: 

   
I can just ring [service], they said I can come back any time so if I do get in the shit I 
can just ring them up the next couple of days after my call they will come pick me 
up…I am gonna go back. Even after when I’m off their books I’m gonna go back. 
’Coz they’re like [family] to me, I look up to them, they’re like family.  

His connection to the service enabled this young man to plan for the future; he was motivated 
to stay out of trouble by the prospect of living independently from his family and with the 
support of the service. In cases where young people do not have an active family relationship 
or where family connections are poor, long-term relationships with services may be even 
more important, acting as “guardians of narrative threads in the lives of children” (Hurley, 
Martin, & Hallberg, 2013, p. 267).  
 

It is notable that of the 16 files reviewed, young people with higher resilience scores 
generally experienced longer term involvement with services than those with lower resilience 
scores (although this involvement was not usually continuous) and were more likely to have 
recent or current involvement with a service. Over half of this group also described having a 
good relationship with at least one service. While this may suggest that positive, ongoing 
involvement with services plays a role in building young people’s resources, it may also 
reflect that young people who have more resources to begin with have greater capacity to 
negotiate involvement with services (Sanders et al., 2013b; Ungar, 2005). The examination of 
the role of long-term service involvement in good outcomes for youth with complex needs is 
an important area for further investigation.  
 
Families and services: combined resources 
 

While most young people had some level of connection with their family of origin, 
the file analysis revealed that those with higher resilience scores were more likely to have 
enduring relationships (long term, active, and relatively positive) with both family and a 
service provider. In contrast, young people with lower resilience scores were more likely to 
have only one form of support or to lack enduring adult support altogether. This is consistent 
with previous findings (Sanders et al., 2013a; Cashmore & Paxman, 2006). 
 

The following interview excerpt illustrates the positive effects of complementary 
support from both family and a service in helping one young person cope with her long-term 
residential placement. While in care, Sonia’s basic needs (food, shelter, safety) were met, 
which in the past she and her family had struggled to provide. Members of her family visited 
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regularly and it was clear the statutory service also supported them, empowering them to 
support their daughter. Sonia stated: 

   
it’s safe for me and I feel like the staff are supporting me. While I’m here, caring for 
me… they help me,…tenderly care for me…Helping my family out... 

 
In this case, the service took account of and built on Sonia’s existing resilience resources, 
particularly those of her family. This cooperative approach to supporting Sonia may have 
contributed to her positive engagement with both her family and the service, building up her 
network of enduring relationship resources for the future.  
 

In contrast, where services and family are unable to work together effectively, a 
young person’s resources and ability to manage change, such as moving toward independent 
living, may be reduced. The following file summary captures this: 

 
A pattern was noted where his mother wanted him to be cared for by someone else, 
and then when he was moved away from her she wanted him back. When he returned 
she would refuse to work with agencies to ensure that the return was successful and 
that his needs were met. 

 
In this case the service was considering closing the file because they were unable to engage 
with the family; a relationship-based approach (Ruch et al., 2010) would encourage services 
to further explore how to positively engage with the young person’s mother.  
 

Services may supplement the roles of family relationships (as providers of care, 
emotional support, or emotional co-presence) as required but particularly when families are 
unavailable as a resource. Services may provide a secure base to young people and in doing 
so contribute to their sense of security (Cashmore & Paxman, 2006). While noting that there 
may be risks of fragmentation where multiple agencies are involved with a young person, 
there are implications for ensuring young people with complex needs continue to have a 
relationship with at least one service as well as with their family where possible, as they 
move toward independence. The ways in which different factors influence young people’s 
future orientations as they move into independence will be explored in detail in the Youth 
Transitions study which follows the group of multiple service using youth for up to six years 
(see www.youthsay.co.nz).  
 

Discussion And Implications For Social Work Practice 
 
A key finding of this study is the importance of enduring relationships, particularly 

those with family and services, as resources in supporting young people through periods of 
change. At first glance the implications appear straightforward: that family, services and 
other adults involved with young people with complex needs should strive to support young 
people through change by providing and nurturing enduring relationships. Solutions are more 
nuanced than this however, particularly with regard to young people and their families. Some 
families may require support in order to offer their young people enduring relationships and 
workers can provide this in a number of ways: through relationship counselling, interventions 
to address underlying problems that affect family relationships (for example, treatment for 
parental alcohol abuse, or addressing issues of family violence), or, as in Sonia’s case, 
providing guidance and physical resources to families (for example, transportation) to enable 
them to have meaningful contact with their young person. 
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In other cases, workers may feel cautious about young people idealising the memories 

of family who have in the past caused them harm, been unavailable to care for them, or 
rejected them. These young people may have the most to gain from enduring relationships 
with services, including stable placements with long-term caregivers. Placement stability is 
likely to create stability in other aspects of young people’s lives, contributing to their sense of 
security (Cashmore & Paxman, 2006). Cashmore and Paxman (2006, p. 239) suggest “timely 
decisions” are needed when young people enter care, rather than prolonged instability. In 
New Zealand, Home for Life policy developments (Child, Youth and Family, 2012) provide 
guidance about timely decision-making regarding placement permanency and address the 
need for continuity of the caregiving relationship.  
 

Schofield and Beek (2009) advocate for a model of long-term foster care that offers 
young people with complex needs, who are unable to return home, a sense of security 
throughout their lives. Many young people in care will, however, go on to have contact with 
their families (Cashmore & Paxman, 2006; Schofield & Beek, 2009; Stein & Munro, 2008) 
and services that work towards enhancing these relationships or that equip young people with 
the skills and resources to negotiate safe, healthy, and enduring future relationships including 
complex family relationships (Fernandez, 2006) will contribute positively to young people’s 
outcomes.  
 

In terms of relationships between young people and services (including caregivers and 
mentors), the findings encourage longevity even in the face of challenge. Relationship-based 
social work (Ruch et al., 2010) holds promise for services in engaging challenging clients and 
building enduring relationships. Grounded in psychodynamic, systemic, and attachment 
theories, this approach values the relationship between services and clients as a therapeutic 
intervention in itself. It requires workers to work “in and with” often stressed relationships 
(Ruch et al., 2010, p. 9). Both this and long-term foster care approaches can be emotionally 
demanding, time consuming, and resource intensive, requiring workers and carers to be well 
supported and supervised.  
 

However, there are other challenges to sustaining service-client relationships at an 
organisational level. Contemporary organisational pressures, “performative” trends (Cooper, 
2010, p. 229) and “increased prescription and bureaucratic processes” (Munro, 2011, p. 87) 
have moved social workers away from relationship-based approaches to focus instead on 
completing prescribed tasks, despite experts suggesting that there should be a greater focus 
on assisting social workers to work effectively with their clients (Munro, 2011). Examples of 
performative trends were evident in the analysis of case file data. Notes on several files stated 
that the service’s involvement would be withdrawn because the young person had not 
attended clinic appointments, their family was unwilling to engage with the service, or 
because the service believed it wasn’t making a sufficient difference to the young person’s 
life. In several instances the existence of other support networks for the young person (for 
example, family or other agencies) was given as a reason for services withdrawing. In other 
cases, services withdrew when agreed plans were completed despite young people continuing 
to demonstrate support needs. In none of these cases were problems “solved”.  
 

Some files, like Guy’s, demonstrated the challenges of multiple system involvement 
with young people with complex needs, revealing the pitfalls of inadequate planning and 
disjointed service delivery. Integrated service delivery – which utilises a lead agency, follows 
a carefully designed plan that takes into account a young person’s full range of needs and 
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existing resources (including the needs of parents or carers), and identifies appropriate 
services to work with those resources – may provide a starting point in such cases.  
 

As the findings here suggest, services (child welfare, juvenile justice, mental health, 
and education in both statutory and  non-government agencies) need to be prepared for long-
term involvement with young people with complex needs and to “stay with” these 
relationships even during periods of change and tension until desired outcomes are achieved. 
The potential for such arrangements to occur in New Zealand may be enhanced by recent 
announcements under the Children’s Action Plan (New Zealand Government, 2012) for 
shared accountability for vulnerable children across multiple government agencies (social 
development, health, education, police, and justice).  
 

Conclusions 
 

Change is correlated with poor outcomes for young people with complex needs and 
can undermine a young person’s support networks (James et al., 2011; Stein & Munro, 2008). 
This analysis provides evidence that relationships that endure, particularly those with family 
and some services, provide support in a range of forms for young people and assist youth 
through difficult processes of change. Young people with complex needs are most well 
equipped to navigate change when they are supported by enduring relationships with both 
family and a service, at least until the young person is able to develop an internal working 
model of stability (Ruch et al., 2010; Schofield & Beek, 2009).  
 

Equipping young people in this way is a complex process. Families may only have the 
capacity to provide young people with an emotional co-presence in the form of memories and 
imaginations during times of change. The challenge for services working with young people 
is to help them to develop adaptive strategies to manage sometimes conflicting emotions and 
family relationships. Relationship-based practice encourages workers, supported by their 
organisations, to “stay with” clients during these difficult times and in doing so build the 
enduring relationships young people require. There are practical challenges to such an 
approach however, such as age-related service thresholds. It may be timely to explore 
opportunities to work beyond such thresholds, to provide the most empowering services and 
support for young people during critical periods of their development. Even when 
relationships are not ideal, they may be able to contribute to the range of resources young 
people have to draw on. As Gilligan (2006) notes: 

 
Given how difficult it is to engineer positive futures for vulnerable children that prove 
effective and sustainable, our approach should be to draw on as wide a repertoire of 
resources as possible. We should be striving to paint the future from a broad palette of 
existing and new possibilities. Our goal should be to maximise the range of social and 
emotional assets the young person can call upon. (p. 33) 

 
Taken together, the findings from the study reported here, provide an argument for promoting 
the availability of relationship-based, long-term service involvement with young people with 
complex needs, highly committed service involvement where the young person has little or 
no contact with family, and the continued involvement of services even when family is 
available to the young person. The roles of committed caregivers and mentors are central to 
the circle of support that young people require to help them achieve positive outcomes and, 
where family are unable to play these roles, it is in all of our interests that other, skilled adults 
are well supported to do so.  
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