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ABSTRACT 

Previous research into young people’s experiences in state care have often yielded negative 

findings. A component of state care that may help buffer these negative experiences is the 

relationship between the young person and their social worker. The Engaging Challenging 

Youth (ECY) team was specifically established to engage and develop working relationships 

with the most at-risk group of adolescents in their care. This research aimed to provide a 

description of ECY’s operations, including their objectives and its implementation through a 

process evaluation framework using a qualitative methodology. ECY social workers and 

young people were interviewed and their views on the areas that are working well and those 

that may need further improvements were also explored.  

In sum, the main objectives of ECY included; engaging and building relationships with 

their young people, identifying and managing their risks, and developing individualised plans 

that included their views. The interviews suggested that the social workers were mostly 

successful in implementing these objectives. The young people’s interviews highlighted key 

factors that had contributed to a positive relationship with their social worker and that included; 

honest communication, consistency and a sense of genuine care towards them from their social 

workers. Furthermore, the young people reported on improved outcomes since joining ECY. A 

few areas for further development of ECY’s operations were also reported by the participants 

(and implications about broader systemic issues). A key recommendation from the staff 

indicated that ECY needed more specific trainings targeted at understanding the complex 

trauma and presentations of their young people. They also alluded to a need for more 

standardised protocols within their operations. Some of the young people spoke about wanting 

their social workers to listen more and better support their independence. These findings are 

discussed in relation to the literature and the implications for the functioning of ECY (as well 

as other practitioners working with at-risk young people) are also addressed.  
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION 
 

A brief overview of the current research  

The Engaging Challenging Youth (ECY) programme will be explained in more detail 

in the later parts of this chapter. In short, ECY operates within Aotearoa New Zealand’s 

governmental child welfare department now known as Oranga Tamariki, Ministry for 

Children. Their work is focused on engaging and building relationships with young people in 

their care who are deemed to be most at-risk.  

There is an increased vulnerability for children and young people who have been 

removed from their nuclear family and placed in state care and protection (C&P) services, 

such as Oranga Tamariki, which ultimately aim to protect them and facilitate healthy 

development. This statement is not surprising, given that the children and young people in 

care would have had at least one of these factors present in order for them to be removed; 

maltreatment (or being at risk of maltreatment), an insecurity of care, or that they exhibit 

risk-taking behaviours (Cameron & Freymond, 2006; Jones et al., 2011; Lindsey, Shlonsky & 

McLuckie, 2008). These factors not only pose an imminent risk of harm for the young 

person, but their developmental processes may also be negatively impacted and thus 

predispose or increase their likelihood of poorer future outcomes.  

There is extensive literature relating to the effects of such early adverse experiences 

and it highlights the vulnerabilities of these young people. For instance, longitudinal studies 

have specifically demonstrated negative outcomes related to child maltreatment, to be present 

across multiple functional domains; psychological, behavioural, educational and economical 

(Currie & Widom, 2010; Gilbert et al., 2009; Lansford et al., 2002). There is also an increase 

over recent years, in the research regarding the transition of young people in care to 

independence. This has brought attention to other difficulties that may compound their 
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vulnerabilities (Stein, 2006). Mendes et al. (2014) posited that young people are required to 

leave state care too early, and are perhaps unprepared for the transition into adulthood 

(Mendes, Baidawi & Snow, 2014). Dixon (2008) specifically found in their research, that the 

transition itself (rather than the added post-care challenges such as accommodation and 

employment), has a negative impact on the young people’s health and wellbeing.  

There is relatively less research into the young people’s experiences of being in state 

care. So far, the findings have indicated that the processes in state care may not always be 

helpful for the children and young people in care and they may even compound their 

vulnerabilities. For instance, studies on children and young people’s perspectives of C&P 

services have often yielded negative experiences for them. This includes experiences of poor 

communication, feelings of mistrust, and also feeling detached from decision-making 

processes (Bell, 2002; Jobe & Gorin, 2013; Leeson, 2007; McLeod, 2010; Munro, 2001). 

This implies that children and young people struggle to build meaningful relationships with 

practitioners within the welfare system and thus are less likely to be engaged in interventions 

and services that can help improve their outcomes. 

We can make sense of these associations as Cameron and Karabanow (2003) have 

reported that placement breakdowns are usually common within C&P settings. This infers a 

lack of stability for young people in care, which in turn makes it more difficult for them to 

build relationships and sustain a safe and positive environment for them to develop in. This is 

problematic as previous research have emphasised the benefit of stable and positive 

caregiving relationships for young people who have experienced early adversities (Bowyer & 

Wilkinson, 2013). Biehal and Wade (2000) also referred to the instability of placements for 

young people in care.  

Extensive research has been conducted on clinicians’ rapport with vulnerable young 

people from within various therapeutic paradigms. However, limited research exists on the 
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relationships between young people within the C&P context and their key caseworker – 

typically a role taken on by a social worker (Schmied & Tully, 2009). This gap in the 

literature is concerning, as the adult who children and young people in care initially form a 

relationship with, is most likely to be their C&P social worker. Moreover, it is thought that 

young people’s ability to establish and maintain stable and quality relationships with key 

adults (as well as prosocial peers) whilst in state care, is related to positive outcomes for the 

young person (Bowyer & Wilkinson, 2013). Jobe and Gorin’s (2013) study specifically found 

that the looked-after young people in their sample were more likely to disclose information 

regarding risk (e.g., maltreatment) and also engage with services, once they were able to 

build a trusting relationship with their caseworker. The findings by Bijleveld and colleagues 

(Bijleveld, Dedding, & Bunders‐Aelen, 2015) also indicated that a positive relationship 

between young people and their caseworker is a key factor in obtaining participation from 

young people. 

Despite the previously cited research being conducted internationally, the findings are 

still relevant to the Aotearoa New Zealand context. In fact, there was a recent report from the 

Office of the Children’s Commissioner and Oranga Tamariki (2019). This report provided 

data from 113 children and young people in care in Aotearoa, on their wellbeing and their 

perspectives of living a good life. Overall, the findings of this report were generally 

consistent with international data. There were young people reporting that Oranga Tamariki 

processes actually worsened their circumstances. They had also experienced frequent 

placement breakdowns and their social workers were not listening to them. Quality 

relationships were also highlighted to be important. The young people expressed wanting to 

feel respected, cared for and loved.  

All in all, there is a gap in the literature regarding the experiences of young people in 

care. Furthermore, there is a lack of research into their relationship with their social workers 
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– a key factor in buffering predisposed vulnerabilities and facilitating positive changes. This 

current study seeks to add to the literature on these topics through a qualitative process 

evaluation of ECY, a programme that centres its operations on building relationships with the 

most vulnerable at-risk youth in their care. Interviews were carried out with both ECY social 

workers and ECY young people, to explore their experiences and perspectives.  

 

Literature Review 

Adolescence development and risk behaviours 

 The World Health Organisation considers adolescence as the period during the second 

decade of life (i.e., from 10 to 19 years) (WHO, 2014). For the purposes of this thesis, 

adolescents may be used interchangeably with youths or young people. This is due to the 

varying definitions for this life stage across the literature, as well as different policies around 

the world.  

Adolescence may be characterised by the biological changes which occur during that 

stage. Neurobiological studies on adolescent brain development have shown that certain brain 

regions such as the limbic system and pre-frontal cortex (PFC) are continuously developing 

throughout adolescence. The limbic system is important in various functions related to 

reward, pleasure, emotion, and sleep (WHO, 2014). Dopamine is a neurotransmitter which 

functions in motivating and reinforcement of learning and behaviour (Alcaro, Huber & 

Panksepp, 2007). It plays a key role in regulating the limbic pathways and particularly 

important in the mechanisms underlying the reward pathway in the brain. Activities and 

substances which can activate the reward system and trigger the release of dopamine, 

includes both beneficial natural rewards (e.g., social relationships, food, music) and 

potentially harmful factors (e.g., drugs, gambling and self-harm) (Jackson, 2014; Nestler, & 

Carlezon, 2006). Steinberg (2008, 2009) theorises that there is an elevated level of dopamine 
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within this system during early adolescence, which may explain the increased pleasure-

seeking behaviours observed in youth. This increased vulnerability to seeking pleasurable 

novelties in adolescence may explain the high prevalence of risk behaviours in this 

developmental stage such as drug use (Schmied & Tully, 2009; Romer, Duckworth, 

Sznitman, & Park, 2010). Other negative risk behaviours may include; drug use (including 

alcohol), absconding (i.e., running away), self-harm and offending. These types of behaviours 

may place the young individual as well as others’ safety at risk. Furthermore, these problem 

behaviours can have an impact on wider ecological functioning such as the community and 

wider society.  

As mentioned above, the limbic system is also involved in our emotional functioning 

and this is still developing in adolescence. Emotion is a key element in achieving social 

competence, as it motivates both cognition and behaviour (Brownell & Kopp, 2007). 

Emotional competence includes the ability to regulate emotions; by modulating or modifying 

internal emotional states and processes, emotional behaviours and situations where emotions 

have been, or likely to be evoked (Eisenberg & Fabes, 2005). Therefore, emotional 

competence is crucial to young people’s social abilities—e.g., interacting and forming 

relationships with others (Denham et al., 2003). Previous findings indicate an association 

between social competence and academic achievements (McClelland, Morrison & Holmes, 

2000). Furthermore, social skills are suggested to have a positive influence on mental health 

(Huitt & Dawson, 2011). On the other hand, poor social skills have been linked to difficulties 

including, internalising problems (shyness, social withdrawal and also depressive symptoms) 

and externalising or behavioural issues (aggression, non-compliance, over-activity and a lack 

of impulse control) (Cooper & Farran, 1988; Howe, 2005). 

Furthermore, this ability to regulate emotions is an important skill in coping with life 

adversities. A lack of ability to successfully regulate emotions may be a contributing factor to 
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adolescent risk behaviours (Brown & Ward, 2013). For instance, Hall and Place (2010) 

suggest that adolescents use self-harming as a form of coping. This type of risk behaviour 

may be viewed as a mechanism young people with difficulties in emotion regulation use, to 

cope when dealing with issues such as interpersonal difficulties. Interpersonal conflict was 

reported to be a common precipitating factor for suicidal behaviour by Bridge and colleagues 

(Bridge, Goldstein, & Brent, 2006). 

The PFC is also posited to be under-developed in adolescence as it continues 

developing into adulthood. It is one of the last brain regions to reach maturity (Blakemore & 

Choudhury, 2006; Steinberg, 2008). The PFC mediates higher-order mental processes, which 

are executive functions that include; cognitive flexibility, problem-solving, decision-making, 

planning, organisation, and impulse control (Luciana, 2013). Executive functioning 

components have various developmental trajectories. Research shows there is an increase in 

executive functioning abilities from childhood to adolescence (Blakemore & Choudhury, 

2006). Specifically, problem solving abilities develop rapidly in childhood and continue 

advancing throughout adolescence and young adulthood (Greiff et al., 2015). Effective 

problem solving skills are useful in navigating challenges we may face in our everyday lives. 

For adolescents in particular, limited problem solving abilities may be contributing to their 

vulnerability to engage in risky behaviours. This is because research indicates that poor 

problem solving abilities are related to emotional difficulties (e.g., the progression of 

depression), as well as risk behaviours such as self-harm (Eskin, Ertekin & Demir, 2008; 

Speckens & Hawton, 2005).  

Thus, in combination with the early hypersensitivity of the brain’s reward system to 

novel experiences and pleasurable activities, the late maturation of the PFC indicates that 

individuals may also be more vulnerable to making risky and impulsive decisions during 

mid-adolescence (Steinberg, 2008). Taking certain risks and challenging one’s self can be 
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beneficial and a particularly useful task in adolescence, as it may aide in exploring and 

building a stronger sense of identity within the world (Jackson, 2014). However, impulsive 

decisions based on immediate gratification can also lead to problematic behaviours which 

may pose a risk to the safety of the young individual.  

There are important implications of these neurobiological studies which are in regard 

to the services targeting youth exhibiting risky behaviours. For instance, these services will 

need to be aware of adolescents’ limited ability for delayed gratification and thus tailor their 

approach to include immediate rewards along the way. When planning futuristic long-term 

goals, it may be helpful to have clarify a number of short-term goals which they could meet 

along the way. This could provide the young person with a more immediate sense of 

achievement when they complete these tasks, rather than waiting for a longer period of time 

to achieve the future goal.  

The adolescent period is not only marked by significant neurodevelopmental 

processes, but it is also an important hallmark for significant development in the individual’s 

cognitive, social, and emotional abilities (Eskin et al., 2008; WHO, 2014). Cameron and 

Karabanow (2003) highlighted the following important changes in adolescent development; 

changes in sexuality (which includes pubertal changes and exploration of sexual intimacy), 

transitioning from formal schooling into the workforce, developing a sense of identity within 

the world, and also getting a grasp on the responsibilities which are associated with entering 

adulthood. For instance, they will need to be aware of legal responsibilities (e.g., obtaining a 

driver’s license to drive and having the ability to register and vote) and financial obligations 

(e.g., paying for bills which include rent or mortgage). Thus when working with adolescents 

in any setting, it is important to acknowledge these changes and challenges they are likely 

facing.  
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Schmied and Tully (2009) report that young people’s risk behaviours may be related 

to long-term negative outcomes. An example of this is early childhood conduct problems 

(Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington & Milne, 2002). It is thought that early behavioural issues can 

persist throughout development into adulthood and this has been linked with poor mental 

health, drug abuse, criminal and violent behaviours, and also financial difficulties later on in 

life. For the purposes of this paper, problem and risk behaviours will be considered in terms 

of the negative consequences it may create for the individual and their surrounding social 

systems. Because these behaviours are exhibited by adolescents, they will therefore be 

referred to as internal risk factors for negative outcomes.  

 

External risk factors impacting on developmental outcomes 

There are also various external factors which can pose as a risk to young individuals’ 

safety and their ability to flourish in life. Whilst discussing internal (e.g., risk behaviours 

exhibited by the young person) and external factors as separate, it is important to note that a 

correlational relationship can also exist between the two. For instance, a critical review of the 

literature by Smith and Thornberry (1995) suggests that child maltreatment (external risk 

factor) and later delinquent behaviours (internal risk factor and a form of risk behaviour) are 

significantly linked. There may be various mechanisms which can explain this correlation, 

but this will be discussed later when addressing child maltreatment in more detail. 

Furthermore, it is acknowledged that internal factors from a young age can have an impact on 

early relationships with key caregiving figure(s) (Howe, 2005). For example, an irritable 

temperament may make it harder for the caregiver to bond with their infant. This illustrates a 

bi-directional link between internal and external risk factors. Thus, although this thesis will 

discuss internal and external risk factors separately, there will also be references made to 

associations between the two when relevant. 
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Various theoretical frameworks may be used to examine external factors for 

developmental outcomes. A social constructionism framework recognises the importance of 

the cultural background and social context to children’s learning. This approach is closely 

associated with Vygotsky’s theory (1978) which states that learning depends not only on the 

child’s cognitive processes but also on the input, and their interactions with, surrounding 

individuals (Vygotsky, 1978). Moreover, development may also be viewed through the 

ecological system theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). The different relationships between the 

child and their immediate social environment (e.g., with family), between the child and other 

larger environmental factors (e.g., culture and society), and also the interactions among these 

various influential factors, are all essential to the evaluation of children’s development. Taken 

together with Vygotsky’s social constructionism view, the ecological system theory suggests 

that the developmental process is dependent on the relations between a child and their 

environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  

This thesis will focus specifically on social interactions at the microsystem level––

direct relations to the child (e.g., parent–child interactions), and how these early social 

relations may predispose young people to later difficulties. However, this does not disregard 

the broader ecological impact on young people’s development. For instance, socioeconomic 

struggles have previously been shown to be associated with higher levels of socioemotional 

difficulties within the United States of America (McLoyd, 1998).  

When examining the early relationships of young people, the family systems 

paradigm may be relevant to consider. This is because young people’s risk of developing 

psychological problems (which encompasses emotional and behavioural difficulties) is 

thought to be directly related to the functioning of the family unit—e.g., parent–parent or 

parent–child relationships (Carr, 2006). Parental factors which may predispose young people 

to poor outcomes include particular types of unhelpful parenting styles. A permissive 
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parenting style and also inconsistent, neglecting-type parenting styles have been correlated 

with poor impulse control and a higher risk of developing adjustment problems for the 

children (Carr, 2006). Moreover, empirical evidence indicates that parent’s psychological 

problems (e.g., depression and drug abuse) are associated with an insecure attachment and 

later psychological problems for the offspring—e.g., depression in adolescence (Carr, 2006; 

Martins & Gaffan, 2000; Murray et al., 2011). Bassarath (2001) also found that poor 

connectedness between parent and child was moderately predictive of conduct problems.   

The Attachment theory is also a relevant consideration, as it provides a framework to 

explain the foundation of relationships. An early secure attachment between an infant and 

their caregiver will function to protect and guide the development of the young individual 

(Howe, 2005). Bowyer and Wilkinson (2013) report on the immediate and long-term negative 

impacts of a disrupted attachment process in young children. What may create a disruption in 

attachment is maltreatment of the young individual by their caregiver. Child maltreatment is 

referred to by the World Health Organisation (2016) as abuse (of any type – e.g., physical, 

sexual, emotional) and neglect of a child which may potentially, or actually cause harm to the 

health of the child. As previously mentioned, the effects of child maltreatment are broad and 

pervasive, across different functional domains (Currie & Widom, 2010; Gilbert et al., 2009; 

Lansford et al., 2002). 

Research also implies that the consequent of insecure attachment of young children to 

their caregiver due to maltreatment can interrupt their developing socioemotional competency 

(Carr, 2006). Thus, individuals with early experiences of child maltreatment may experience 

difficulties in regulating their emotions and forming social connections. This lack in 

socioemotional capacity puts them at higher risk of developing psychological and 

behavioural issues later in life (Howe, 2005). This early adverse experience may also 
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predispose them to struggling with building secure attachment bonds with others later in life 

(Bowyer & Wilkinson, 2013).  

Other external risk factors for poor developmental outcomes may be related to the 

functioning of the broader family system. A study by Bond and colleagues (Bond, 

Toumbourou, Thomas, Catalano, & Patton, 2005) showed that the adolescents in their survey 

had a higher association between depression and family risk factors. These risk factors 

included poor family management and discipline, conflict and antisocial behaviour within the 

family, and favourable attitudes by parents towards risk behaviours such as drug use and 

other antisocial behaviours. These family risk factors had also been identified as predisposing 

factors for drug use (Bond et al., 2005). Furthermore, a retrospective study by Anda and 

colleagues (Anda et al., 2006) showed an association between early adverse experiences 

(which included direct maltreatment to the individual and difficulties within the broader 

family system) and numerous medical issues and psychological difficulties (including 

problem risk behaviours) later on in life. 

 

Protective factors and Resilience 

Focusing solely on risk in the context of youth development and particularly 

vulnerable youth, is a relatively easy task. This is because there is an abundance of research 

which highlights the high costs of these risks, on an individual basis and at a broader societal 

level.  However, attention should also be paid towards protective factors.  

Research has been conducted investigating protective factors that can combat or 

buffer the negative outcomes of risk factors such as maltreatment. This body of literature is 

closely related to the concept of resilience which has been defined as an individual’s ability 

to persevere through life adversities (Scmied & Tully, 2009). Despite the negative outcomes 

associated with the aforementioned risk factors, it is possible that young people living in 
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adverse environments can adjust well into various life circumstances including finding 

happiness and success. For instance, high cognitive functioning abilities, socioemotional 

competence and an internal locus of control have been indicated as protective factors against 

adverse events (Jackson, 2014; Schmied & Tully, 2009).  

Moreover, a positive attachment and connectedness to caregivers and family 

members, and engagement in extracurricular activities which may also lead to the 

development of prosocial peer groups are also protective factors for young individuals 

(Jackson, 2014; Schmied & Tully, 2009). Ungar (2004) found in their sample of at-risk 

young individuals, the importance of a secure attachment and an authoritative parenting style 

– in which the caregivers encourage independence but also provide proper rules to safeguard 

their development. Bowyer and Wilkinson (2013) also pointed out the value of peer 

relationships – specifically prosocial peers. It further re-iterates the importance of social 

support as a protective factor against risk and also a resilience booster. This implies that child 

welfare practitioners should support the young people’s friendships but continuously help 

them shift towards more prosocial surroundings. This may be in the form of sports or other 

positive activities in which the young person may find other individuals their age who can 

have a positive influence on them.  

When children and young people’s safety are at risk from their own family 

environment, then it is the state’s responsibility to provide care and protection. Thus, before 

discussing the frameworks and models of practice relevant to working with at-risk youth, the 

next section provides a brief overview of state C&P systems. Naturally, main focus will be on 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s Oranga Tamariki. 
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State Care and Protection Systems 

The way in which C&P systems operate, vary between countries as it reflects the 

different cultural and institutional values within each nation (Cameron & Freymond, 2006). 

In Aotearoa New Zealand, Oranga Tamariki was newly constructed in April 2017 as a 

separate department that focuses solely on protecting our children and young people by 

operating from a child-centred approach. With the creation of Oranga Tamariki, a number of 

important changes were also observed across laws, policies, resources and practices. These 

are highlighted in the report from the Office of the Children’s Commissioner (2020).  

Of particular importance is the requested amendments made to the Oranga Tamariki 

Act (1989), in which the rights of children and young people to have an input in their care is 

emphasised. What is also relevant about these changes to the current study is noting that 

although ECY was initiated before the construction of Oranga Tamariki, it remained 

operating through all of the re-structuring. This may imply an importance in the work that 

they do. Another key change in the re-structuring of our C&P system regards the age of 

young people who can now remain in C&P. It was raised from 17 to 21 (with additional 

transition support offered until the age of 25). These changes can be considered to be positive 

given the research that have indicated transitioning from care to independence to be an 

additional risk factor for young people in care (Dixon, 2008; Stein, 2006).  

If any person of the Aotearoa New Zealand public has a concern about the welfare of 

a young person (e.g., due to maltreatment or risk behaviours), then they will notify Oranga 

Tamariki. This is referred to as a notification. Various pathways follow a report of concern, 

and the determining factor for Oranga Tamariki involvement is the level of risk of harm to 

the child or young person. Generally, when a report is made, a social worker will assess and 

determine the necessary response which includes a contact record (i.e., no further action 
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unless circumstances change), providing advice, or progressing the report to investigate the 

concerns and further intervene as required.  

Another option that Oranga Tamariki may undertake is to make referrals to non-

governmental organisations (NGO) while it focuses particularly on its statutory obligations. 

NGOs can specialise in the design and implementation of specific intervention programs. It 

may be a good option for Oranga Tamariki, as NGOs may have more resources and 

specialised programmes for the young person and their family. For instance, young people 

with severe behavioural issues (such as conduct problems and antisocial behaviours) and/or 

mental health needs may be referred to organisations such as Youth Horizons Trust. This is an 

NGO that implements evidence-based programmes to target young people’s current 

difficulties, as well as offering support for their family (Youth Horizons, 2020). Collaborative 

work within and between state services and external agencies, is highly recommended 

especially for working with young individuals with complex needs (Schmied & Tully, 2009).  

Unfortunately, child maltreatment cases is not uncommon in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

In 2008/9 1,286 of hospital admissions of children and young people were due to 

maltreatment (MSD, 2011). The Child Commissioner’s State of Care 2015 report (2015), 

summarised that 63,000 children and young people were reported to Child, Youth and Family 

(the state C&P service at that time) in the year 2014. Furthermore, 43,000 of these 

notifications had needed further action by the state – and 16,000 of these children and young 

people were identified to have substantiated abuse (which included all types of abuse and 

neglect) against them. A study by Rouland and Vaithianathan (2017), with a sample size of 

55, 443 Aotearoa New Zealand citizens, recorded that approximately one in four children by 

the age of 17 was associated with a C&P report and approximately one in ten had 

experienced child maltreatment.  
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There is also inequity shown in the statistics of children and young people in care in 

Aotearoa New Zealand. The 2020 report from the Office of the Children’s Commissioner 

highlighted this fact. In 2019, 69% of children and young people in state care were Māori. 

This is concerning given that only 26% of all children and young people in Aotearoa New 

Zealand are Māori (Office of the Children’s Commissioner, 2020). The over-representation 

of the indigenous population in this country’s child welfare system, is a similar finding across 

other countries with indigenous populations struggling with systemic inequity (Sinha, 

Trocme, Fallon, & MacLaurin, 2013; Tilbury, 2008).  

In a previous section of this literature review, where external risk factors for poor 

developmental outcomes were discussed, broader ecological impacts were alluded to. The 

systemic inequities highlighted above would be an example of broader ecological functioning 

that could negatively impact a young person’s development. Whilst this is not the focus of the 

current research thesis, these facts are important to acknowledge as this may be perceived to 

be an additional vulnerability of indigenous children and young people in state care. There 

are also significant implications from these statistics. For instance, it suggests that C&P 

social workers in Aotearoa New Zealand must particularly be aware of- and sensitive to- the 

cultural needs of their young Māori clients.  

 

Offending and Youth Justice 

Risk behaviours also account for antisocial childhood behaviours which includes 

conduct problems and offending behaviours. A link between early maltreatment and youth 

offending behaviour has been established in research, as reported by Smith and Thornberry 

(1995) and indicated in the recent review by Jackson (2014). This link may be supported by 

findings which showed that children and young people in youth justice systems were highly 

likely to have had previous experiences of C&P services (Darker, Ward, & Caulfield, 2008; 
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Mendes, Baidawi, & Snow, 2014). Early conduct problems have specifically been indicated 

to be a risk factor for poor long term outcomes. This was demonstrated in a New Zealand 

study by Kim-Cohen and colleagues (Kim-Cohen et al., 2003). They found that 25-60% of 

the adults within their sample who presented with a psychological disorder (diagnosed 

according to the DSM criteria), also had a history of conduct problems. A previous study by 

Tarter et al. (1999) had also shown a link between early conduct problems and substance 

dependency in adulthood (Tarter, Vanyukov, Giancola, Dawes, 1999). Thus, early strategies 

and interventions with youth exhibiting antisocial behaviours is an important focus.  

Youth Justice in New Zealand is closely related to the C&P system – as Oranga 

Tamariki oversees all matters relating to youth offending. Youth Justice systems typically 

operate to hold young people accountable for breaking the law, rather than dealing with the 

formal adult criminal justice system. Furthermore, children under the age of 14 may only be 

prosecuted for offences relating to murder and manslaughter. The consequences of youth 

offending will generally be a warning, a police diversion, or a family group conference 

(FGC). The aims of the FGCs are aligned with restorative justice principles and it services to 

help the young person take responsibility for their actions, find ways in which they can right 

their mistakes, work out the mechanisms which may have led them to their offending, and 

also develop goals or implement strategies which can ultimately help them move forward 

with their life in a more positive direction. For instance, this may involve helping the young 

person to engage in prosocial activities such as sporting or employment, or engaging them in 

mentoring where they can develop better life skills. 
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Risk factors specific to C&P settings 

As mentioned in the introduction section to this chapter, experiences of young people 

in care may compound pre-existing vulnerabilities and therefore increase their risk of 

negative developmental outcomes. This section will specifically review studies which 

highlight additional risk factors for young people in care.  

The first related to antisocial peers. Forming friendships with antisocial peers may be 

considered a risk factor of negative outcomes for young people. This is particularly 

concerning for young people within YJ settings. Generally, there is a stronger influence of 

peers compared to family on young individuals’ behaviours and attitudes. The study by 

Bassarath (2001) showed a link between conduct problems in young people and their 

association with antisocial peers. In contrast, Bowyer and Wilkinson (2013) point out the 

value of prosocial peer relationships. Research has reiterated the importance of social support 

as a protective factor against risk and also a resilience booster. This implies that child welfare 

practitioners should support their young people’s friendships, but continuously help them 

shift towards more prosocial surroundings. This may be in the form of sports or other positive 

activities in which the young person may find other individuals their age who can have a 

positive influence on them.  

Moreover, there is also the issue of absconding amongst young people in care. This 

topic has been less prominent in the literature and this is an important topic as absconding 

behaviour is another risk factor for young individuals. For young people in care, this factor 

can compound the negative effects of early adverse experiences. A study by Courtney and 

Zinn (2009) reported that there is a higher likelihood of young people in state care settings 

who run away. They related this to previous experiences of maltreatment and perhaps also the 

young people’s sense of disconnection from their home.  
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Biehal and Wade (2000) also highlighted the increased risk of young people who had 

run away from care. They found that young people who often absconded from their 

placement and were missing for long periods of time, were at risk of placement and also 

school detachment. Furthermore, these young people were considered at higher risk of 

alcohol and other drug use. Biehal and Wade (2000) also addressed the factors associated 

with absconding and this included a history of maltreatment as well as a history of conduct 

problems and offending. They pointed out that there were factors within the welfare setting 

(i.e., at the young people’s placements) which may have also contributed to the running 

away. These were in regards to the managers’ poor leadership and also staff member’s 

attitudes (e.g., being hopeless about ensuring their young people’s safety and controlling their 

misconduct). Biehal and Wade (2000) also found that the instability of placements for young 

people in care did contribute to absconding behaviour, as it disrupted the young people in 

forming positive relationships with their carers.  

Moreover the study by Karam and Robert’s (2013), which included semi-structured 

interviews with 10 youths with varying absconding behaviours in foster care, indicated that 

young people’s absconding may be perceived as a form of coping. They identified that the 

young people ran away due to wanting to reconnect with their families, friends, or 

girl/boyfriends they had been distanced from in placement. They proposed this as a coping 

mechanism in which the young people sought out reconnection with their “natural social 

environment” and to “renew important relationships” (Karam & Robert, 2013, p. 74). 

Secondly, the authors found running away as a sense of empowerment for the young 

individuals – perhaps as a way in which they may gain back control over their lives. The third 

factor from their analysis was related to the young people’s processing of- and regulation- of 

negative emotions which may be directly related to their current circumstances or indirectly 

related to adverse experiences from their past. This theme is closely related to our earlier 
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discussions of young people’s socioemotional competency which may not only be still 

developing in adolescence but also have been negatively impacted by early maltreatment.  

Overall, the negative experiences of young people within the child welfare settings 

also appears to be another predisposing factor to negative life outcomes. A way in which this 

has been conceptualised in the current thesis is viewing any negative experiences within the 

C&P system as having a compounding effect on pre-existing vulnerabilities (such as the 

negative effects of adverse early childhood experiences). This implies that intervention 

programmes for- and casework with- young people within child welfare settings need to be 

sensitive of both the pathway which led the young person into care and also their experiences 

within care.  

 

Engaging young people within C&P settings 

As alluded to in the introduction, there is limited research regarding the relationships 

between young people within the child welfare context and their key social worker. In a study 

by Schmied and Walsh (2010), they held focus groups and interviews with child protection 

professionals currently working within a statutory C&P service within an Australian state. 

Seven themes emerged from this study which provides some understanding of achieving 

effective casework with young people in care and their family.  

One of the themes was in regard to the characteristics of young people and their 

family and the level of need of the young person. This also referred to young people’s nature 

as well. For instance, practitioners recounted the significant difference between working with 

children and young people – i.e., adolescents. The types of needs and also the way in which 

risk of harm is assessed differs between the two developmental stages. This implies a 

knowledge of developmental theories is important – such as those discussed earlier in this 

paper. They regarded young people’s risk taking attitudes and impulsiveness as an issue when 
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trying to control behavioural problems and guide decision making processes. They also 

alluded to the nature of young people within their care who were deemed as most at risk or 

have the highest levels of need. These young people were considered to be the most difficult 

at building trusting relationships (Schmied & Walsh, 2010).  

Other important ideas regarding successful practice between caseworkers and their 

young people included; making the best efforts to gain a full understanding of the young 

person’s past as well as keeping a future oriented-focus; displaying authenticity and empathy; 

allowing flexibility, and being practical and realistic (Schmied & Walsh, 2010). Furthermore, 

the practitioners acknowledged the key role families play in achieving a positive relationship 

with young people. They discussed the importance of maintaining respect towards young 

people’s families despite the history and nature of their relationships. A key theme was the 

relationships between caseworkers and their young people. Practitioners reiterated the 

importance of working with their young people collaboratively and endeavouring to build and 

maintain positive relationships with them. They regarded this relationship as the key to 

engage the young people and their family into the relevant services. Furthermore, they talked 

about commitment and continuity of care as important to this relationship.  

These key concepts from practitioners’ point of view resonates well with findings 

from studies that have explored children and young people’s experiences of being in care. 

Bell (2001) referred to the rights of children established under the United Nations 

Convention. They found that the young people in their sample lacked the control to advocate 

for their own rights in terms of participating and being involved in making key decisions 

about themselves. The authors discussed that a relationship of trust between the young people 

and practitioners may be used to promote these rights. The studies by Jobe and Gorin (2011) 

and Bijleveld et al. (2015) also emphasised the importance of relationships with practitioners, 

for young people in care – especially in regard to obtaining the young people’s participation. 



21 

 

Bijleveld et al. (2015) had referred to social workers’ and case managers’ view of young 

people’s participation. They found that the practitioners viewed many situations in which 

they thought the young person’s participation was unsuitable. The authors concluded that 

C&P professionals need to be more aware of their young people as “knowledgeable social 

actors” and perhaps this may increase the young people’s engagement and participation 

(Bijleveld et al., 2013, p. 129).  

 

At-risk young people in Aotearoa New Zealand 

The Pathways to Resilience Research Project (New Zealand): Whāia to huanui kia 

toa is a six-year longitudinal study that is highly relevant to the current research. This 

longitudinal study focused on young people with complex needs and their engagement with 

various services and professionals (e.g., health professionals, social workers and teachers). 

The services included both state and non-governmental organisations such as; Child, Youth 

and Family; Youth Justice; Alternative Education; and mental health services (Resilience 

Researcher Centre NZ, 2013). The researchers ran comparisons between two groups; one 

which consisted of youths who were multiple service users (being involved in two or more 

services), and the other group consisted of youths who were matched with the other group but 

were not multiple service users. A significant finding from this comparison was the 

difference in risk and resilience scores. Overall, the youths in the multiple service user group 

produced a higher mean in risk scores and a lower mean in resilience scores when compared 

to the matched comparison group.  

Based on the Pathways to Resilience project, a report by Stevens, Sanders and 

Munford (2014) analysed and documented the response of services and agencies to young 

people and their families’ needs. Firstly, they considered the interventions aimed at child 

abuse, parental domestic violence, mental health concerns and addictions – both of which 



22 

 

may refer to the young person, or their caregiver. From the 291 cases, they found that the 

most common pattern in the interventions were of young people who would repeatedly 

present to services despite having completed a prior intervention and having previously 

closed their case with that particular service or agency. This suggests a complexity in the 

young person and their family’s needs which may not have been met by the service. 

Alternatively, it hints at the vulnerability of the young person’s environment and 

circumstances which may perhaps be unstable and causes new issues to continuously be 

present for the young person and their family. 

Challenges in intervention delivery. Stevens and colleagues (2014) also identified 

key challenges which hinder the delivery of effective interventions for either the young 

person only, or the young person and their family. It considered the lack of engagement of the 

young people and their families in interventions and programmes which were recommended 

for them. Reasons for this were relayed from the case file summaries and included poor 

relationships between the young people and professionals, and transportation issues. 

Unfortunately, many incidences of poor engagement were not given an explanation in the 

case file summaries. Another issue reported was related to the changing circumstances of the 

young people which includes the rise of new presenting problems. Absconding is a 

significant example in which it creates new problems for young people (e.g., increased risk of 

harm as previously discussed) and also deters them from any plans or intervention they had 

previously entered into. Stevens et al. (2014) also commented on the tendency of 

interventions to target these current presenting issues but neglect to address the primary 

concerns of the young people (e.g., early child maltreatment).  

Another challenge to effective interventions reported by Stevens et al. (2014), 

included the strict criteria of particular services. From the case file summaries, the authors 

found that the young people or their families may often not meet the threshold to receive 
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certain services. This may have been in relation to mental health or education services which 

the primary agency had referred the young person and their family to. Related to this issue, is 

that of locality. The desired service for a young person and their family in need may not 

always be available in their area.  

The last issue which was addressed in a research paper by Steven et al. (2014) 

referred to the functioning of the young people’s families. Here, the authors referred to 

parental issues relating to mental health and addictions – both of which may interfere with the 

intervention process as it hinders the parents’ or caregivers’ ability to attend to and engage 

with the intervention. Following from this is the concept of providing the appropriate service 

and intervention for complex families (e.g., families that present with multiple problems 

relating to the young person and the broader functioning of the family). Additional work is 

needed with these families so their all of their needs are met whilst holistically working to 

improve their functioning. 

Strengths in service delivery. Steven et al. (2014) also considered the aspects in 

service delivery and interventions which resulted in positive outcomes for young people. 

Engagement and building a good relationship with the young person was re-iterated here and 

is consistent with findings from research by Schmied and Walsh (2010) and Bijleveld and 

colleagues (2015), which have previously been discussed in this thesis. Moreover, Steven et 

al. (2014) reported on the importance of obtaining engagement and building a working 

relationship with the young peoples’ families. Continuing to engage with the young person 

and their family after their discharge from a service, was also considered beneficial in aiding 

changes for the young person and their family to create positive outcomes in their behaviours 

and lifestyles. This is an important finding as not all services will have the resources to 

provide young people and their families with this type of continual care. However, perhaps 
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simple systems can be created to allow for continual check-ins with the most high-risk 

families. 

Achieving a good working relationship with a young person and their family also 

involves being culturally sensitive and striving to meet their cultural needs (Steven et al., 

2014). This emphasises the importance of our training of professionals to be culturally 

competent and perhaps allowing the space within services for cultural advisors. Cultural 

advisors may also be external to the organisation but are still available to provide input into 

particular cases. This ability to work with external professionals and other agencies related to 

vulnerable young people and their families was noted as important by Steven et al. (2014). 

This would provide a more holistic care for a young person and their family as multiple needs 

can be addressed at the same time. 

 

Young New Zealanders’ experiences of C&P services 

From the Pathways to Resilience project, Munford and Sanders (2016) also wrote a 

paper on the young people’s perspectives of their experiences of engaging in services. There 

were 605 young people who were consumers of various state and NGO services related to 

child welfare, youth justice, mental health and alternative education systems. In their 

findings, the authors reported that young people were often not offered explanations for why 

they were expected to engage in certain services and programmes and often did not feel 

included in decision-making processes. This experience of young people in welfare services, 

has also been reported (and previously discussed in this thesis) in other studies from outside 

New Zealand. This group of young people also emphasised the importance of professionals 

working collaboratively with the young person.  

 Another theme from the young people in the study by Munford and Sanders (2016), 

was in relation to the inconsistency in service delivery. For instance, services were usually 
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fully engaged with the young person during a crisis, but they would fail to retain consistent 

contact with the young person after the crisis. Furthermore, there were reports related to the 

difficulty in obtaining contact with specific services – particularly mental health services. 

Some young people had also discussed often missing practical support and advice from 

mental health services. This implies that it may be better for the young people to receive both 

emotional support as well as practical support. Another problematic aspect experienced by 

the young people, was related to the poor handling of their transitions – whether it is 

transitioning from one service to the other or transitioning out of care altogether. It was often 

reported that they felt unprepared and sometimes unwanted.  

A significant theme which emerged from Munford and Sanders (2016) paper, was the 

importance of the young person’s relationship and their social worker. This relationship was 

considered to be just as valuable (if not more) as the programmes they attended to. Their 

social workers were often there to provide them with both emotional support and practical 

advice. Communication was also referred to as important in building relationships with 

young people; practitioners needed to be able to listen to their young person to understand 

their individuality and be able to communicate with them and other important people 

involved in the young person’s life. Other qualities from social workers that helped young 

people engage with them included creativity and persisting to care and to advocate for their 

welfare despite the issues that present themselves along the way. 

 

Perseverance, Adaptability, Relationships, Time, Honesty (PARTH) Framework 

From the Pathways to Resilience project, a set of practice orientations (PARTH) was 

identified to guide work with vulnerable young New Zealanders, and produce more positive 

outcomes for them (Resilience Research Centre NZ, 2013). Perseverance refers to 

professionals being persistent in their work with young vulnerable people. They should 
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always strive to understand more than the young people’s presenting problematic behaviours. 

In other words, learning and understanding the background of each young person and 

acknowledging how these events may have shaped their behaviours and resilience. This may 

help practitioners with committing to support the young person long term so that the young 

person can realise their goals and work towards a better future. 

 Adaptability refers to being able to be creative in finding various ways of successfully 

engaging with young people. For instance, practitioners must actively reflect on their work 

with young people and notice what is working well and what needs to change in their practice 

in order to get the best outcome for the young person. Relationships refer to the value of 

building a positive, caring and trusting relationship with young people. The researchers also 

identified the importance in providing affirmations for the young people’s strengths. This is 

an important approach to focus on strengths and not solely on risks.  

The concept of time refers to various concepts relating to time when working with 

young people. First is understanding the needs of young people, then tailoring the 

intervention for the appropriate length that suits and also applying it at the best time for 

which the young person can gain the most. Second is setting times to spend positively with 

the young person – perhaps this may be a sport they enjoy. Third is setting time aside for the 

practitioner to reflect on their work with their young people. The last component of the 

framework is honesty. This is particularly important in gaining trust and cooperation from 

young people. It refers to ensuring a transparent process in which practitioners keep the 

young people informed, are truthful in the limitations of what they can do and also carrying 

out things they have said they will do. This also emphasises the honesty principle in not 

making promises which cannot be carried out.  
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The Current Study  

In 2012, the Auckland Region Oranga Tamariki division developed an ECY team, 

which specifically targeted their most at-risk group of young people. At the time of this 

research, the ECY team consisted of three social workers; each with a reduced case load (i.e., 

a maximum of 5 young people at one time), a supervisor and a team manager. This current 

study is a process evaluation of the ECY programme. It aims to provide an insight into their 

operations (i.e., identify their objectives and the way in which these have been implemented 

or operationalised), plus identify key areas of strength and areas for future improvements 

from the perspectives of key stakeholders. Individual interviews were carried out with both 

staff members and clients (referred to from here on as the ECY young people) to achieve this.  

Because the creation of ECY was on the basis of engaging and developing good social 

work relationships with at-risk youth, this study will specifically highlight the team’s 

processes around this. It aims to add to the literature on clinical practice with at-risk 

adolescents – and perhaps aid in the development of guidelines for future work with 

individuals within Aotearoa’s state care, who are at elevated risk and have engagement 

difficulties. 

 

Summarised Aims of the Present Study 

1. Describe the key objectives of ECY and how these are being operationalised from 

the perspectives of the participants. 

2. Identify key strengths and areas for future improvements of ECY, as perceived by 

the staff members and their young people. 

3. Explore what contributes to successful engagement the factors that contribute 

towards a positive relationship between the social workers and their young people.  
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CHAPTER TWO: 

 METHODOLOGY  
 

Overview 

This chapter will firstly present the contextual background on ECY and programme 

evaluation frameworks, with a particular focus on process evaluations as this specifically 

relates to the current research methodology. Following this, the qualitative methodology 

approach used in this study will be reviewed. Then, the research method will be outlined before 

the description of the data analysis process that was utilised in the current study. 

 

Contextual information on ECY  

As previously mentioned, ECY operates under the New Zealand’s government` child 

welfare department – Oranga Tamariki, Ministry for Children. The current evaluation 

research originated when the team manager and creator of ECY approached the current 

researcher’s primary thesis supervisor Dr Ian Lambie. Initial discussions were held with 

regards to conducting a university-led research project to explore the effects being in ECY 

had for their young people. This was important as no previous formal external evaluation had 

been conducted on ECY since it began operating in 2012. Thus, the current research was 

oriented towards a process evaluation framework, which will be explained in more details 

below.  

The contextual information provided here was gathered through various methods 

including an interview with the team manager of ECY and field observations – in which I 

was invited to follow the team, directly observe their operations and make enquiries along the 

way to confirm I had a clear understanding of their processes. This information is crucial to a 
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process evaluation of ECY as it provides a foundational understanding of; the development of 

ECY and its operations.  

 

The formation of ECY 

From a previous role within the Oranga Tamariki, the ECY team manager had 

witnessed there was an alarming number of teenagers in their care who continuously kept 

absconding from their emergency placements – which are the state’s Care and Protection 

residences. She observed that this repetitive behavioural pattern tended to occur mostly 

within the same group of teenagers, who often had a history of lack of engagement with 

statutory services, and were difficult to locate when missing. It was often the case where this 

group of young people had no relationship with their social worker. Thus not only was the 

state not meeting their needs, the state may not have even been aware of what their needs 

were.  

 

The operations of ECY 

The ECY team manager therefore pitched an idea to her superiors that eventuated into 

the Engaging Challenging Youth (ECY) programme. The concept was to build a team of 

social workers that held significantly low caseloads, and focused solely on building 

relationships with this at-risk group of young people within their. This was envisioned to help 

identify what their needs were and then tailor their plans and interventions to meet these 

needs. 

Another important aspect to the functioning of ECY was the way in which they 

selected their social workers. It was reported over multiple times during the researcher’s field 

observations, that ECY specifically sought out social workers who enjoyed (and had a 

positive history of) working with at-risk young people. Furthermore, because ECY operated 
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regionally, the site in which the team was based was an important decision to make. The 

regional office was chosen for a number of reasons but the main two were so the team could 

remain focused on solely carrying out ECY processes, and in order for them to have easy 

access to relevant resources relating to the high risks of their young people.  

At the initial stages of data collection, the whole ECY team consisted of a team 

manager, a supervisor (who oversaw both organisational responsibilities and clinical output) 

and four social workers. The usual caseload for an ECY social worker, was five young 

people. The social workers not only strived towards building relationships with their own 

individual clients, but they also aimed to have a basic understanding of every other young 

person that had been selected into ECY so they could provide continuity of care if a staff 

member was away or if there was a complete turnover. Staff described that there was 

generally an expected two-year turnover period for their social workers (which was implied 

to help prevent burn out). Thus it was important their young people were familiar and 

generally engaged with the whole ECY team.     

 

The referral process into ECY 

The intake of young people into ECY begins with the dissemination of referral forms 

to all of the Auckland Oranga Tamariki sites by the team manager. However before a young 

person can be considered for ECY, they must be under an s101 custody order. This specifies 

the young person is in the custody of the chief executive of Oranga Tamariki, following a 

declaration by the court that the young person is in need of care or protection. 

The referral forms gather different types of information about the young people, 

which provides further information about the operations of ECY. In the referral, identification 

of the important people involved in that young person’s life – such as family and 

professionals is requested. This is important as ECY also strives to work with the young 
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person’s social network as this could stabilise their risk (regarding absconding tendencies). 

The young person’s placement history is also acquired information, along with reasons for 

why placements may have ended. A key reason for identifying the key professionals involved 

in the young person’s care was in order for the ECY team to provide them with a weekly 

update of the young person. This would seem to be particularly useful given the transient 

nature of the young people. 

The young person’s performance within the education domain is also considered – 

along with their level of cognitive functioning. Their health needs (including mental health) 

are also enquired about in the referral. This type of information specifically seem relevant in 

identifying the needs of each young person, and developing their care plans accordingly.  

Furthermore, the referral information specifies the risks associated with the young 

person. This specifically relates to the behavioural risks which the young person exhibits. For 

instance; substance abuse absconding behaviour and offending behaviour are all risk 

behaviours as they could pose a risk of harm to the young person and to others around them. 

These behavioural risks may also be associated with previous difficulties in engaging the 

young person. Moreover, the referral process enquires about the young person’s strengths to 

ensure their interventions are operated from a strength-based approach.  

There was also a matching process that was involved in the selection of young people 

into ECY. The referral forms enquired as to whether there were any specific considerations 

required to match the young person and a social worker. An example of this would be if a 

young person had specific cultural needs that would be better met by a particular social 

worker within the team. 
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Key objectives of ECY 

In sum, the processes of ECY appear driven by a relationship-based focus. The main 

objective of their operations is to successfully obtain their young people’s engagement and 

work to develop a positive working relationship with them. Another objective apparent in 

their operations was the development of their young people’s plans, specifically focusing on 

obtaining their young people’s collaboration to identify their needs and strengths, and make 

steps towards improving their outcomes. Furthermore, the safety of each young person is 

unsurprisingly paramount and a crucial part of ECY’s operations. It became clear from the 

observations and reports from staff, that they utilised a harm reduction approach to protect 

their young people and provide some stabilisation in regards to their living circumstances. 

 

Contextual Information on Programme Evaluation 

Evaluation research includes the systematic collection of information about different 

variables of a programme that may relate to improvements and decision-making processes 

(Dehar, Casswell, & Duignan, 1993). Conducting programme evaluations are considered an 

important practice to increase understanding of the programme operations, along with 

determining and improving effectiveness. It may also serve as a guide for future programme 

development (Patton, 2015).  

 Historically programme evaluations focused primarily on determining effectiveness – 

i.e., whether the programme has successfully reached its goals and objectives. This type of 

evaluation was also known as summative evaluation and was conducted mostly using 

experimental designs and measuring outcomes via quantitative methods (Patton, 2015). Over 

the years, important limitations have been raised regarding the use of experimental designs 

and quantitative methods to conduct programme evaluations. Dehar et al. (1993) discussed 

that a shift occurred within the evaluation field which moved towards a concept known as 
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naturalistic evaluation. This focuses on describing and understanding, rather than measuring 

and predicting outcomes. Patton (2015) also emphasises the importance of gaining an 

understanding of why outcomes occurred. Programme evaluation considers the procedures 

that have occurred, the measures of the outcomes, and importantly the meaning of the 

outcomes (Patton, 2015). Thus, qualitative research methods are also important in the field of 

programme evaluation.  

All in all, programme evaluations can provide a clearer understanding of the 

operations within a programme or service. By elucidating these processes, we may also 

gather meaning from the outcomes measured. Moreover, programme evaluations can 

highlight the goals or the objectives. This is important in health programmes and services as 

the evaluation research may have implications that can guide professionals or practitioners 

and ensure their behaviours and activities are consistent with their programme or service 

objectives (Weiss, 1998). 

 

Process Evaluation 

Process evaluations specifically aim to understand the internal dynamics of the 

operations within programmes or services (Patton, 2015). It considers the way in which 

services are run – i.e., the implementation of the service and its goals. Process evaluations 

can examine both the formal activities of the programme as well as identify any informal 

activities that occur. It can also investigate both the expected outcomes (which may be 

obtained by measuring particular variables of the service and this could indicate whether the 

service has been successful) – and any unexpected interactions within the programme 

(Patton, 2015). Furthermore, obtaining qualitative enquiries into the actual operation of a 

service is important as this may not always be consistent with the initial objectives – fidelity 

matters (Dehar et al., 1993) and thus explain any unexpected outcomes.  
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A process evaluation may therefore offer services or programmes such as ECY, 

opportunities for further development, reflections of current objectives and possibly re-

orientation of service delivery. 

 

Evaluation Framework 

Various evaluation models exist which provide a framework for conducting 

programme or service evaluation. Sufflebeam (2001) identified twenty-two models or 

approaches to programme evaluation. The utilisation-focused evaluation model as depicted 

by Patton (1997) is the approach used in the current study. This particular approach is an 

interactive and flexible process between the evaluator and primary intended users. It places 

emphasis on the utility or the use of the findings from the evaluation, in real-world settings. 

The primary stakeholders of a service (e.g., the ECY staff and young people) are vital in the 

evaluation process as they can provide first-hand knowledge of the operations within the 

service, their information needs and also methodological suggestions. Moreover, their 

involvement may also increase the probability of utilisation of the evaluation findings and 

any associated recommendations as this responsibility falls upon them (Patton, 2015).  

 Therefore, in the current study the researcher endeavoured to work 

collaboratively with the ECY team and manager in the initial stages of the current research. 

 

Qualitative Methodology 

Qualitative methodologies seek to understand meaning of individuals’ subjective 

interpretations, as constructed by their sociocultural environment within a particular situation 

or time (Ezzy, 2002). As previously alluded to, a qualitative methodology also fits well 

together with a programme evaluation framework as it provides in-depth information which 

helps to illuminate the inherent the procedures of programme or service (Patton, 2015). This 
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is especially relevant to the aims of the current evaluative research, which sought to 

understand the participants’ experiences of the operations of ECY. Furthermore, the 

participation of both staff and young clients hopefully provided distinctive experiences and 

therefore subjective interpretations that would allow further insight into the outcomes of - as 

well as the implementation of- ECY.  

Importantly within these methodological paradigms, we can highlight the operational 

strengths and weaknesses of ECY, directly from the individuals who know the operations best 

(staff) and those that may be impacted the most (young people) from its processes. Moreover, 

as discussed within Chapter One, there is a relatively limited amount of research that has 

explored the experiences of young people in state care, including the relationships between 

at-risk youth and key professional figures such as their social workers. Thus, this study’s 

utilisation of a qualitative methodology also provided an insight into this vulnerable 

population’s experiences of being in Aotearoa New Zealand’s state care and their views on 

social work relationships.  

The current study formally utilised qualitative interviews to ensure the ECY staff and 

young people’s subjective experiences were thoroughly documented. Avis (2005) also 

referred to the importance of interactions of the researcher with the participants – fieldwork. 

Whilst, the current research used the formal interviews to generate the data that sought to 

answer the research questions, the fieldwork was also an important component as it helped 

establish an in-depth understanding of the ECY programme. It invited the researcher to 

directly experience the operations of ECY and this contextual background could have helped 

to better understand the subjective experiences described by the participants. Furthermore, 

the fieldwork contributed to a more naturalism methodology – as defined by Avis (2005). 

This is important for this qualitative research because there was the likelihood of the formal 

interviews becoming a simulation of the natural environments of ECY. I believe that the time 
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I spent with the team and young people, before conducting the interviews, helped buffer these 

effects so that the data gathered was a real representation of their experiences within ECY. 

 

A Realist Perspective 

The epistemology of the current research is important to discuss, as not only is this 

how knowledge or theories are understood, but it shapes methodological approaches (Carter 

& Little, 2007; Gringeri, Barusch, Cambron, 2013). A realist epistemology was utilised for 

the current research (Collier, 1994). This framework fits with the process evaluation aims of 

the research as it adopts an existence of a reality (e.g., the objectives of their operations) and 

it also considers the participants’ subjective perceptions of that reality. A realist perspective 

also highlights the subjectivity of the researcher in their investigations. This notion is also 

broadly referred to as reflexivity within qualitative research. It considers the researcher’s own 

experience and knowledge as this is believed to have an impact on the way in which data is 

gathered and analysed (Avis, 2005; Collier, 1994). 

 

Reflexivity and Subjectivity  

In this section, I will describe my previous knowledge and experiences that may be 

related to this research, as well as my experiences during the processes of conducting this 

research. Prior to commencing the current research, I had no direct experience with the child 

welfare system, nor the delivery of youth interventions for at-risk youth. However, I had 

studied developmental psychology at university and also completed a dissertation that 

considered the factors contributing to the development of socioemotional competency. 

Growing up as the second youngest child within a Tongan family that migrated to Aotearoa 

New Zealand, I always had an interest in the way in which people related to each other and 

how different environments can shape these relations. I also have always aspired to work in a 



37 

 

career that helps vulnerable people, as this fits with my personal values. Therefore when the 

opportunity came to evaluate a programme which operated to help our most vulnerable youth, 

it was an easy decision for me to accept. During my clinical psychology training, I did obtain 

clinical knowledge and experience within a child and adolescent mental health setting. This 

contributed to my knowledge base regarding vulnerable youth, and the risk and protective 

factors that may influence their development.  

As previously mentioned, the processes of conducting this particular research 

included my presence and participation (through observations) in ECY team operations. Thus 

along with the knowledge I obtained about the functioning of the team, I also became familiar 

and built rapport with the staff. It was therefore important that I reflected on the potential bias 

this could have in my research. To mitigate effects of this however, I included a structure to 

the interview schedules to help maintain the focus and I deliberately asked all participants 

about the strengths and weaknesses in the current operations. I also strived to interpret their 

responses and comments with integrity – and without letting my own experiences (both 

within and outside the team) influence that process.  

 

Approaches to Data Analysis 

With regard to its analysis, this qualitative evaluation research included both inductive 

and deductive approaches (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The inductive approach is useful for this 

study as ECY was a relatively new concept within Oranga Tamariki, and Ezzy (2002) 

suggested this approach was especially suitable when minimal information exists for a 

particular group. This therefore allowed for the identification of themes based on the 

participants’ experiences of ECY. However, a deductive approach was also encompassed in 

the following data analysis as there were specific aims and objectives relating to this research 
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being evaluative (Braun & Clarke, 2006). More details will be provided further along in the 

section relating to the analysis of the current data. 

 

Method  

This section will outline the methods specifically relating to the current research.  

 

Participants 

Data were collected from all members of the ECY team at the time of this research, 

plus five previous staff members whom the researcher was able to contact through the ECY 

team supervisor and obtain their informed consent to take part.  

All young people who had been or were currently in ECY at the time, were 

approached to take part of this study by an ECY social worker. The ECY team had predicted 

that approximately 10-13 young people (who had either completed, or was currently in ECY) 

were willing and able to be interviewed. At the time of the interviews, the researcher was able 

to interview 12 young people in total. There was a mix of both male and female youths and 

the ages varied between 14 and 19 years. Due to the small number of participants and the 

relative newness of ECY, specific demographic details about the participants will not be 

provided in order to protect their anonymity.  

 

Semi-structured interviews 

For evaluation purposes, semi-structured interviews are considered to be a valid 

method (Patton, 2015). The flexibility in this method allows the setting of a conversational 

style in which participants may feel more comfortable asking questions. Furthermore, it 

allowed the researcher to follow-up on particular areas related to ECY that the participants 

brought up. The semi-structure format also allowed for prompts to be used and helped guide 
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the interviews to ensure sufficient information was gathered on the participants’ experiences 

of ECY.  The interview topics for the ECY social workers are briefly listed below. 

For the ECY social workers: 

● Relevant background information 

● Experiences of organisational characteristics related to their ECY role 

● Engagement with their young people 

● Information around identification and management of risks 

● Information around the development of individualised plans for the young people 

● Other general perspectives of ECY and recommendations 

For the ECY young people: 

● Relevant background information 

● Personal understanding and perspective of ECY 

● Experiences of being in ECY 

● Information around specific needs (e.g., cultural needs) 

● Other general perspectives of ECY and recommendations 

 

Procedure 

Development of the study. As previously mentioned, the current research originated 

from the ECY team’s intent to have their operations evaluated. In the initial stages, there were 

on-going discussions between the researchers (the researcher plus her thesis supervisor) and 

the ECY team manager. This was important to establish a clear understanding of the team’s 

intent and their current operations in order to develop a research project that fitted within the 

process evaluation framework. The research was initially planned to include quantitative 

measures as a way of investigating and quantifying the impacts of ECY on their young people 
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(e.g., offending behaviours, service engagement, absconding). However there were 

difficulties in operating the department’s electronic filing system to gather this data, so it was 

decided to continue with a qualitative methodology. 

Ethics and cultural safety. Ethics approval for this study was received from the 

University of Auckland’s Human Participants’ Research Committee (ref. 018351). Full 

approval was also obtained from the Ministry of Social Development’s Research Access 

Committee on 31st March 2017. Please note that Oranga Tamariki was operating under the 

Ministry of Social Development when this research study started.  

Dr Margaret Dudley is also the secondary thesis supervisor for the current study, and 

she is a staff member of the Clinical Psychology Department at University of Auckland. In 

the research design stage, she provided advice on culturally appropriate ways to approach 

participants and the dissemination of the findings to interested groups. Although she did not 

have an active role in gathering data (i.e., in the interview processes), she gave advice in the 

initial stages of this research regarding culturally relevant aspects of the research design and 

on the interpretation of the findings. This was to ensure our research was conducted in a 

culturally sensitive manner and ensure that it embraced principles and values of Te Tiriti ō 

Waitangi. 

Interview settings. Once consent and assent forms were gathered from all 

participants, the interview setting was determined by both the researcher and the interviewee. 

This was to offer the interviewee comfort as well as meeting the practical matters (e.g., 

travel) needed for the researcher to attend. The interviews varied in length. The staff 

interviews were typically longer (between 60-120 minutes) than the young people’s 

interviews (typically between 20-60 minutes). The staff interviews were all conducted within 

their operational sites, but the location of the young people’s interviews were more varied. Of 
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the 12 young people interviewed, two were residing within correctional facilities. Thus, the 

researcher completed additional procedures belonging to those correctional facilities, to 

complete the interviews in that setting. Four of the young participants were no longer under 

Oranga Tamariki care, but they had remained under ECY under an additional guardianship 

court order. There was also one young person who was previously in ECY but was living 

independently out of care at the time of interview. 

 

Data Analysis 

Analysis of the qualitative data was conducted following the method of thematic 

analysis as recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006). A thematic analysis of qualitative 

process evaluation studies has also been thought as appropriate (Thomas, 2006). Put simply, 

this form of analysis seeks to identify, analyse and then report the thematic patterns within the 

data set – as it relates to the research aims. There are six steps which have been outlined to 

guide this process (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which are summarised below as it related to the 

current data analysis.  

The first step regarded the importance of being familiar with the data set. Full 

immersion into the data was achieved by actively reading and re-reading the interview 

scripts. It was useful that I conducted the interviews myself, however a separate person 

transcribed the interviews (following the signing of a confidentiality agreement). Thus I as I 

initially read the transcriptions, I also re-listened to the audio recordings to ensure accuracy in 

the recorded data. During this process, any patterns I noticed across the different interviews 

were noted along with the key initial ideas.  

Following familiarisation of the data, the interview transcripts were transferred into a 

Computer Assisted Quality Data Analysis Software, NVivo, to aid in the coding process 

(Zamawe, 2015). The codes were systematically developed for each key feature across the 
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whole of the interview data. In this stage, the distinction between the staff’s interview 

structure and the young people’s interview structure became apparent and so the whole data 

set was separated in two and presented within two NVivo documents that represented the 

staff’s perspectives and the young People’s perspectives separately. The interviews also 

clearly addressed the objectives of ECY (plus, its implementation as perceived by the staff 

and the outcomes as perceived by the young people). This meant that the generated codes, 

tended to be directly related to the objectives of ECY. Thus, when moving into the 

“synthesising” part of the analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006), it was relatively 

simple to synthesise themes from the codes as the key ideas or patterns in the data (relating to 

the participants’ experiences of ECY), were mostly related to the programme objectives and 

their views on how these objectives were implemented. Moreover, in this stage of the 

analysis, Microsoft Word was used where tables were created to list the themes and highlight 

related extracts from the data (quotes).  

Following the creation of themes was the reviewing process, in which the data 

extracts within each theme was ensured they were coherent with one another and that the 

themes were generally representative of the ideas presented in the interviews. As discussed, 

the themes generated were specially related to the ECY programme objectives. Thus, the 

themes within both data sets of the staff and young people were categorised to help in the 

reporting of the findings. In the end, the themes represented the participants’ experiences of 

ECY and their views on what is going well and what may need to be further developed. It is 

also important to note here, that the way in which the data is reported in this thesis will be 

different to the format in which it will be presented back to the ECY team. The Oranga 

Tamariki report will be a summary of the current findings, consistent with the utilisation-

focused approach in which the needs of the organisation will determine the presented data.  
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CHAPTER THREE: 

ANALYSIS OF YOUNG PEOPLE INTERVIEWS 
 

In total, 12 young people were interviewed for the current evaluation research. As 

previously described in the previous chapter, the coding of this data set was closely aligned to 

the research questions. Thus, the analysis encompassed a deductive or theoretical approach as 

well as an inductive method. In summary, we aimed to understand young people’s 

experiences of being a part of ECY, explore their engagement and relationship with their 

ECY social worker and/or team, and elicit their perspectives and recommendations for ECY.  

It is important to note here that the interview schedule was developed according to 

these aims – with the young people’s schedule developed in collaboration with the ECY 

team. The young people’s interviews varied in terms of the types of answers they provided. A 

number of the interviews were brief with the participants giving short answers and the 

interviewer therefore relying on close-ended questions and prompts to elicit their perspectives 

and help them to elaborate. The utilisation of a semi-structured interview schedule helped to 

aid this process.  

Table 1 provides an overview of the themes that were chosen from the analysis and its 

categorisation according to the research aims as outlined within interview schedule. The 

categories were; engagement with ECY and relationship with their social workers, 

experiences in ECY (as generally related to the other programme objectives), and suggestions 

for improvement. 

 

Engagement and relationship with the ECY social workers / team 

This category is comprised of themes that were synthesised from the codes within the 

data set that specifically related to the engagement of the young people with ECY and their 
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relationship with their key social workers. As aforementioned, the relationship-building 

objective of ECY is the main premise of their operations – along with the safety component 

typically encompassed within C&P settings. This thematic category was therefore separated 

from the other themes depicting the young people’s experiences within the programme. Every 

young person interviewed was asked about this aspect of ECY and although some provided 

brief answers, they all managed to describe factors that contributed towards successfully 

building a relationship with their social worker or describe characteristics that make up a “good 

social worker” in their view. The identified themes were; being straight up is important, social 

workers should be relatable and non-judging, and showing up shows me you care. 

 

Table 1.  

Categories of themes from the young people interview data set  

Categories  Themes 

Engagement and relationship 

 

Being straight up is important 

Social workers should be relatale and non-judging 

Showing up shows me you care 

Experiences in ECY 

 

They actually help me and get things done 

They help keep me out of trouble 

They try and involve my whānau 

Suggestions for improvement I want staff to listen more to me and move at my pace 

I want staff to help me stand on my own two feet 

 

 

Being straight up is important 

The title of this theme contains ‘straight up’ as this is the term many of the young 

people tended to use to refer to the importance of honesty in their interactions with ECY and 

the integrity of their social workers. The young people determined honesty to be a key factor 

in building trust into their relationship with their social workers. Many of the young people 
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also re-iterated how their experiences of having their social workers action their promises and 

plans, contributed to better engagement from them and a more trusting relationship between 

themselves and their social workers. One young person had simply said the following, when 

asked what they liked about being in ECY:  

They listen. They do as they say. 

Another young person reflected that his ECY social worker’s honesty was not only important 

for him to engage with her, but it was also a different experience to his previous social work 

relationships outside of ECY.  

P: Nah, but I like [ECY social worker]. 

I: What was the big difference between her [previous social worker] and [ECY social 

worker]? 

P: ‘cause [ECY social worker] would tell me straight. 

I: So being straight is important. 

P: Yeah. 

It was common across the young people’s interview data, for the youth to make comparisons 

between their experiences in ECY and their general experiences in care outside of ECY. They 

often portrayed a negative experience with previous social workers compared to their 

experiences and relationships with the ECY social workers. Another young person re-iterated 

the significance of honesty in her relationship with her social worker and further indicated 

that honesty may also be a sign of caring. This particular young person reported she was able 

to communicate this directly with her social worker.  

When I first met [ECY social worker] and she had bad news and stuff I told her never, 

ever change. Like, don’t feel like you have to lie to me and I’ll be upset. I like it when 
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people tell the truth. Even if you think it hurts to me it doesn’t hurt. It will hurt worse 

if you hide it and stuff.  

As previously alluded to, integrity may also be synonymous to this theme. These two quotes 

below from different young people referred to the importance of clear and truthful 

communication. Some of the young people had experienced previous incidences outside of 

ECY in which their social workers had agreed and appeared to go along with the young 

person’s plan. However, they described the outcomes may often not be what was discussed 

and agreed upon between them and their social worker. The last quote also alluded to possible 

consequences from the young people if they believed they had been lied to.   

They [ECY] don’t say it unless they agree and bullshit. When I went to 

Whakatakapokai [C&P residence] that was like, oh they [previous social worker 

outside of ECY] said that they would ... I would stay there for five days and they left 

me for nearly a year. Nearly a year they left me in there.  

 

Just straight up. Don’t talk shit. Don’t tell lies. If you are not going to do what you 

said then just say it because you will make them angry if you lie to them all the time. 

That’s all. 

 

Social workers should be relatable and non-judging 

A number of the young people talked about the importance of feeling comfortable in 

order to open up in their relationship with their ECY social worker. Some young people also 

expressed they preferred engaging with social workers that they could relate to. The 

following extract is from one particular young person who spoke about the importance of 
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social workers having the ability to meet their needs as well as prioritise time for them to 

bond together. 

Being able to see them when you need help or when you are in trouble but at the same 

time being able to hang out with them and not talk about everything you’ve done blah, 

blah, just hang out in general. 

The differences in sociocultural backgrounds between the young people and their social 

worker were also discussed by some of the young people in their interviews. The young 

people emphasised that in spite of these differences (whether perceived or actual), it was 

important that there was a space within the relationship where they felt free from judgement 

and could act freely as themselves. This is illustrated in the extract below. 

She [ECY social worker] is down to earth and not judging like other social workers. 

She actually gets the information and then relates back to me and tells me, oh this is 

how I feel, instead of just judging straight on the spot.  

The next extract is from a young person who particularly talked about struggling to relate to 

her ECY social worker in the initial stages of their relationship – during their initial 

engagements. She reported she was able to communicate her difficulties to her social worker, 

and as a result the social worker changed their approach and learnt a different way of relating 

to this young person which helped further develop their relationship.  

…she was so like impossible to work with. She would really talk like a real white lady 

and they talk so, you ask them a question and they like talk these words and you are 

like what the hell, I can’t even remember what I said. But then I told her, I was like 

you need to chill and talk to me, like I don’t understand your big fancy words and 

that. 
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As alluded to in the extract above, some of the young people’s experiences relating to their 

culture were also discussed in the context of building their relationship with their social 

worker. A young person (of Māori cultural ethnicity) specifically talked about her ECY social 

worker putting in the effort to learn and develop a better understanding of her culture. This 

ability of ECY social workers to relate to their young people was also referred to by another 

young person and their summarisation is provided as the second quote below.  

She would ask me questions about certain things. She was learning the language. She 

would ask me if she thought the pronunciation was wrong. She would learn. 

 

That is what’s good, one thing that is good about the ECY team, like no matter the 

culture, they will still adapt to it and they would find ways to like still be funny but in 

an [un]serious way. 

 

Showing up shows me you care 

The last theme which is related to the young people’s perspectives on their 

relationships with the ECY team regards consistency and persistence as it indicates they are 

cared for. Many of the young people described how important it was for their ECY social 

worker to keep showing up. Almost every young person interviewed in this research spoke 

about the trust they had in their ECY social workers to be there when they needed them. A lot 

of the time, this was related to materialistic needs such as food, housing and furniture. 

However, it was not limited to physical needs, but also emotional support which is illustrated 

in the second quote below. 
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I like that if I need like support and food and that they always feed me or I will always 

have accommodation, I will always have clothes and that sort of thing, yeah I’ll never 

starve. 

 

She always gave me her time, like no matter what she would always be there for me, 

even like if she was in a meeting or running late for somewhere if I really, really 

needed her, she would always be there, like she would come, but only for a certain 

amount of time because she needed to go, but oh yeah. 

Three of the young people interviewed also talked about maintaining engagement with ECY 

even when they were living outside of Auckland. This consistency was important for the 

young people to feel cared for and supported – an experience that was not always familiar to 

them before they joined ECY. 

P: They kind of see you on a regular. 

I: See you regularly. 

P: Like whether I’m in prison, YJ [youth justice correctional facilities], up North. 

I: Even when you were up North? 

P: Yeah 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, ECY social workers often left the team after 

approximately two years. This means it is likely the young people will experience engaging 

and building a relationship with more than one ECY social worker. As previously explained, 

this turnover rate was why it was important for the whole team to engage and be familiar with 

all young people within ECY – and not just their own individual clients. From the data 

however, it did not seem uncommon for ECY social workers to maintain contact with their 

ECY young people even after they had left the team. This was commented on by a young 
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person (illustrated in the quote below) as she spoke about how her ECY social worker 

showed her she cared. It emphasises that social workers’ consistency in support can show 

through as care to their young people. 

…when she left, the fact that she was still helping out and this wasn’t her job 

anymore, she was helping me out, she was helping my best friend out with issues she 

had going on, she would give her advice and everything. 

 

Experiences in ECY 

There were questions in the interview schedule that specifically sought to explore the 

young people’s perspectives on the key objectives of the operations of ECY – which was 

demonstrated in the last category of themes. During the analysis and specifically in the 

synthesising of themes related to the other objectives of ECY, there was significant overlap in 

the young people’s reports of their experiences relating to each objective (e.g., regarding risk 

management and collaborated care plans). Thus one thematic category has been created here 

to capture all of their stories regarding their experiences of being in ECY. Altogether, three 

themes were identified. They actually get things done, they help keep me out of trouble and 

they try and involve whānau. 

They actually help me and get things done 

All of the young people interviewed, spoke about the effective help they received 

from ECY and this is particularly illustrated within the extract below from one of the young 

people. It also highlights the importance of ECY social workers working collaboratively with 

the young person to create specific plans and goals that help them progress and move closer 

towards their values. Comparisons were drawn to this young person’s previous experience 
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outside of ECY, where they felt as if their wants and needs were unknown (and unmet) to the 

social worker. 

I was able to get my education back, whereas the social workers before didn’t 

encourage me to go to school. They would actually rather me not go to school. ECY 

provided me with free courses. They helped me meet the goals I wanted in the short 

term. They helped me come back to family. The helped me keep my baby. That was the 

hugest thing for me because I was at risk of losing him and they put their foot down 

and actually stood up for me. I didn’t expect that. 

Many of the other young people also tended to draw comparisons to their previous 

experiences in care, outside of ECY.  They reported that they felt more supported within 

ECY and had easier access to help. The following quotes from different young people 

highlight these findings.  

There was a lot of things that needed to be done. Once I got with them [ECY] I pretty 

much got everything sorted within a month or two. 

 

I like that if I need like support and food and that they always feed me or I will always 

have accommodation, I will always have clothes and that sort of thing, yeah I’ll never 

starve. 

Quantitative measures were not utilised in this study and thus any behavioural changes made 

by the young people since joining ECY could not be quantified. However, there was evident 

of behavioural change in a few of the young people’s stories. The young participants often 

spoke about these changes as a result of the help and work carried out by their ECY social 

workers. This is directly illustrated in the extract below, from the same young person, 

discussing the impact of ECY on their offending behaviours. 
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P: Yeah, I think the first week that I was in ECY I got locked up straight away.  

I: No wonder why you hated it at first. 

P: Yeah, but when you look back to it, it’s like that’s the thing that sort of, I don’t 

know, it worked for me because it got you settled down somewhere and you started 

reflecting on what you were doing. 

 

She helped me sort everything out. Honestly, I think if [ECY social worker] wasn’t 

involved or ECY, I would still be doing the same stuff I used to do. 

One particular young person also talked about the importance of having learnt empathy from 

their time in ECY. This is specifically highlighted as it shows the magnitude of the work the 

ECY team are carrying out with their young people. This young person connected their 

newfound empathy with reduced offending and improved social relations. 

Yeah, I never had that, like I used to hate everyone and never talked to anyone and I 

would hurt people and not care. I just liked hurting people. And now I look at it 

differently. I’m like I have a little bit of empathy for certain people. 

 

They help keep me out of trouble 

Another key theme that was identified, refers to the young people’s experiences of 

ECY helping to keep them out of trouble. As previously described, ECY young people are 

often perceived by Oranga Tamariki as the most at-risk group of young people within their 

care. A typical cohort of ECY young people frequently exhibits risk behaviours such as 

absconding, substance abuse, offending, and prostitution. Throughout the interviews of the 

current study, it became evident that a significant component of the ECY programme was to 



53 

 

help these young people find their own interests and strengths, then create alternative paths 

for themselves that are safer and perhaps more fitting with their values. 

So they actually helped me to think about things before I just did it and put it on 

paper. So I could see stuff and go well actually this is like my options, instead of oh 

yeah just go straight for it. 

In the following quote, the young participant not only spoke about experiencing the ECY 

team as helpful in keeping them out of trouble, but they also talked about having a better 

relationship with the police.  

Anything that I say to them they always listen to, like that’s their job, yeah it’s cool 

though, because when I was in the [site] office they never used to listen, that’s why I 

always got into trouble, because I wanted them to get me into something so I could do 

something to keep myself out of trouble. And now they [ECY] give me things to do to 

not get into trouble. I don’t get in trouble. That’s why the police are smiling. 

The next few quotes from different young people demonstrated their willingness to engage in 

services that could help them create better outcomes for themselves, such as education and 

drug and alcohol services. Thus, a dual purpose of engaging in these services is implied – as 

they may not only have helped to keep them out of trouble, but they may have also helped in 

improving their outcomes. The last two quotes highlight specifically reduced substance 

abuse, which was reported by a few of the young participants to be a positive impact of 

joining ECY.  

Well normally like they’ll put me into a course so I do something during the day so I 

don’t get side-tracked, cause I get itchy fingers. Itchy fingers is me being... I go tiki 

tour and they won’t hear from me for ages. 



54 

 

 

Well, I’ll be honest, yep I’ve used and I’m drinking and I smoke cigarettes and ECY 

team is helping me try to get off the addictions. So they are supporting me to stop 

using and drinking because drinking is my main trigger of getting into trouble. 

 

And they get your life back on track. They did with mine. I was drinking every day, 

now I barely drink every day. 

Unsurprisingly, many of the young people’s perspectives on absconding related to wanting to 

return back to their homes to be with their whānau. It appeared that for some of the young 

people, ECY had even managed to incorporate this aspect into their plans – which is further 

elaborated on in the next theme. This particular young person was allowed to return back to 

their family and according to the young person, this helped prevent future absconding.  

P: I haven’t been running away since I’ve been with ECY. I’ve run away from them 

once. But from the [old site mentioned here] ones I ran away every day, or every time 

they took me up. 

I: What is it that’s making you stay now? 

P: The things that they say to me is happening. I told them I wanted to go back to my 

dad so I went to my dad. So, I trust them. They're all good. Plus, my dad doesn’t like 

social workers but he likes her.  

 

They try and involve my whānau 

As briefly mentioned above, reconnecting and involving whānau was a strong 

perspective that came through from the young people’s interviews. The young people’s 

experiences in ECY indicated that the ECY team could include whānau in their plans, if that 
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was what the young people wanted and if this contributed to better outcomes (e.g., reduced 

risks) – as shown in the previous theme. This young person referenced in the quote below, 

was happier simply by being with their family again. 

I: What has changed for you since you joined ECY? 

P: I get to be with my family. 

Another important facet of this theme is how important it was perceived by the young people 

for the ECY team to make the effort to engage with their whānau. For this young person, it 

meant that the social worker cared for them and it seemed to have helped in strengthening 

their relationship. 

Yeah, my mum liked her because she was nice and she told them everything but my 

dad, he’s hard because when he first met her he told her to get out of the house. But 

she didn’t care because every time my parents swore at her and stuff like she would go 

yeah, yeah, yeah and she will keep coming back because she actually cared about me 

and she actually wanted to help. So that’s why I actually liked her. At first I didn’t like 

her but then I got used to her and I got attached to her. 

An objective of ECY is to help increase the young people’s safety and establish stabilisation 

for them (i.e., risk management). A young person particularly viewed that working with their 

whānau may be linked to this objective.  

And teaching them like you are important and you deserve your family like even 

though you have been taken away or whatever like you deserve to go back and be 

happy and free, just engaging with family, like doing the same amount of work with 

the kid or probably a bit less with the family because you’ll be doing so much with the 
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kid but a good amount with the kid and the family because like at the end of the day 

we’re still going to go back to them. 

 

Suggestions for improvement 

The previous themes have outlined the young people’s experiences of ECY and 

particularly in relation to the key objectives of their operations. Key strengths of the ECY 

team have also been highlighted within those previous themes. This last category is therefore 

the young people’s suggestions for what can perhaps be further improved in the 

operationalisation of ECY – a key component of a process evaluation research. This category 

is made up of two themes; listen more to me and move at my own pace, and help me stand on 

my own.  

 

I want staff to listen more to me and move at my pace 

This was an important theme as even though most of the young people had positive 

experiences in ECY, some also experienced feeling pressured or overwhelmed. A few of the 

participants linked this feeling to making progress, such as reaching goals that had been set 

out in their plans. This is illustrated in the following quotes. 

Yeah, because it’s a bit much and like we tend to give up easy when we see a whole lot 

of responsibility. Once we see commitment we are like oh no.  

 

Yeah, that’s mainly why I haven’t been talking to her because she just like wants me to 

do everything, a lot of things all at once and I just can’t, like I need to slow it down 

because I had to work really, really hard to do everything I did. And then she just 
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thought that oh yeah so you achieve this, so we can put this on top of you as well. It’s 

like no, stop. 

One young person expressed thinking as if their social worker could not always hear what 

they were voicing, as they did not fully understand their social or family context. It seemed 

that this perceived lack of understanding from their social worker meant the young person 

was not able to openly share and discuss their real thoughts and feelings.  

I think like some of them are like they don’t really know our values and that and how 

we live and stuff so they are sort of like I don’t know like they don’t know how we live 

and they live differently and more richer and stuff. I don’t know. Maybe if they just got 

to know how we were raised and all of that stuff. Some things come off as a bit like 

what the fuck to them but it’s just like how we live. It’s just the norms around here… 

This next quote is from a young person who also spoke about feeling pressured. They further 

elaborated on the rebellion that may result if they are not being heard – being pushed forward 

rather than letting them move at their own pace. 

P: Nah, but then they have to push me… I’ll just walk, I’ll walk towards the future, not 

pushed. 

I: Do you think they kind of like push you towards what is right? 

P: Yeah, they try but then they try too hard. 

I: Do you think they try too hard sometimes? 

P: Yeah. 

I: What happens when they try too hard? Do you just go hard the other way? 

P: Yeah swerve that way. 

I: You swerve the other way. And what does the other way look like? 

P: Drugs. 
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I want staff to help me stand on my own two feet 

This theme was identified and selected as a number of the young people not only 

talked about the consistent support they received from ECY, but also the possible 

consequence of becoming too dependent on their social worker. 

But I became real reliant, like too reliant on the system eh because that’s all I knew 

and once they released me out into like the community that’s what I took with me. I 

didn’t take any life skills because I was never taught that. 

A few them took ownership on the responsibility to complete their plans and make the 

necessary changes to improve their health and wellbeing. However, some often felt as if they 

were did not have the self-agency to do so and others felt like they were not given the 

opportunity to exercise and develop self-agency.  

Well I can have all the support that I need but it’s really pretty much up to me if I am 

going to try and make those changes for myself. 

 

Oh yeah cause they set up a lot of meetings and that but some kids can’t talk to 

professionals and shit but I can and that and like so I don’t really need them all the 

time to help me. I’m not a baby. I don’t need them to hold my hand. 

 

Summary 

The young people interviewed provided from key areas of strengths and areas to 

improve on for the further development of the ECY programme. It seemed that majority of 

their experiences within ECY have been positive. They reported to be engaging with their 

social workers and were building strong relationships with them – and for some this also 
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expanded to the whole team. A lot of the young people reported successful harm reduction 

and a commitment to explore alternative paths that may be more in line with their personal 

interests and strengths. It seems that ECY was working to collaborate more with their young 

people on creating and completing their plans – including both court plans and individualised 

plans. There findings have important implication as it suggests that the relationship these 

young people have built with their social workers have been important in identifying what 

their needs are and therefore help the team tailor interventions accordingly.  

 The young people also expressed room for improvements. They felt they 

wanted to be listened to more and as such it may be more helpful for the social workers to 

know when to slow down, or check in on their young person’s mental and emotional states as 

some of them felt pressured and stressed about moving too quickly (in terms of progress). 

Another important area is finding a balance between providing support and also scaffolding 

for their young people so they could develop their own sense of independence and practice 

while still being in care so that when they leave, they have more confidence in their own 

abilities to deal with everyday practical matters.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 

 ANALYSIS OF THE STAFF INTERVIEWS  
 

All members of the ECY team at the time of this research, were interviewed. This included 

the frontline social workers, supervisor (whom also held a caseload) and the team manager. 

As reported within the methods, the team manager’s interview was mostly to help inform the 

research about the formation and formal processes of ECY. However, the topics regarding 

their programme objectives and its implementation (as well as the areas of strengths and 

weaknesses within their operations) were also discussed in the interview. Her transcript was 

therefore still included in the analysis and reporting of the staff’s perspectives. Through the 

current team, connections were also made with previous team members who had left ECY. 

The five ex-ECY social workers that were contacted all expressed willingness and consented 

to take part in this research. 

As with the coding of the young people’s data set, the data set of the staff members’ 

interviews was also coded according to the research questions. There was also flexibility in 

coding the data set to allow for participants’ narratives outside of these research questions to 

be analysed (hence using both an inductive and deductive approach). The programme 

objectives already provided by the team were used to shape the interview schedule. However, 

I was still interested in the staffs’ own perspectives on what these objectives were and how 

they were operationalised through the social workers’ practice.  

 Table 2 therefore displays the programme objectives as separate categories; 

engagement and relationship, safety and stabilisation, and planning. An import aspect of 

process evaluations is highlighting both strengths and weaknesses of a programme’s 

operations. It was therefore asked of the participants’ to provide their views on what was 

currently working well within ECY and what could be improved.  
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Table 2.  

Categories of themes from the staff interview data set  

Categories  Themes 

Engagement and relationship 

 

Genuine passion and care for the young people (YP) 

Trust – consistency, honety and listening 

Establishing safety and stabilisation Using a harm reduction approach 

Engaging the YP’s significant social connections 

Developing individualized plans Lowering / having realistic expectations 

A fluid and flexible approach to planning 

What ECY is generally doing well The unity of the team 

Suggestions for improvement A need for more specialised trainings 

Exapnding the team and standardising protocols 

 

Engagement and relationship 

Building relationships with their young people is the premise of ECY. This category 

showcases what ECY social workers had identified to achieve successful engagement with their 

young person. There were numerous themes initially identified under this category. However, 

these were re-worked over and again to find the most suitable theme title which could 

encompass all of the important meanings that were reported by the participants. The chosen 

themes were; genuine passion and care for the young people, and obtaining trust – through 

consistency, honesty, and listening.  

Genuine passion and care for the young people  

It was clear from what the manager said that the social workers recruited into ECY were 

passionate about working with youth and specifically, youth deemed within the organisation as 

being very challenging. This regarded teenagers with complex trauma histories, multiple risk / 

presenting issues, and a significant distrust in adults and professionals. A lot of the narratives 
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relating to the social workers’ relationship with their young people was linked to a passion of 

not only safeguarding the young people, but also committing to finding better outcomes for 

them. This is summarised in one of the social worker’s quotes below. 

 

I am persistent and pretty passionate and ideally I also try to look for the good or the 

strength, or those sorts of things in terms of; how can I hook this person into wanting 

to do better for themselves or their families... 

 

The following quote is from a social worker who specifically talked about the sense of 

hopelessness when working against systemic issues such as placement breakdowns, as well as 

their young person’s own behaviours. It shows the importance of the social workers being the 

persevering voice of ‘hope’ for their young person – to continue trying for a better outcome for 

their young person even when the surrounding circumstances seem hopeless.   

 

You spend a whole day arranging emergency accommodation and then they take off. 

You do get upset. I think there would be plenty of times I would be upset and crying and 

that. It takes an awful lot. I think a lot of my upset was really just around the 

hopelessness sometimes of you know just the bottom, the basic hopelessness of the 

situation. You just want to rescue them. You know they are going out there to prostitute 

or be raped or abused and there’s nothing you can do. So it’s kind of difficult to be okay 

with that and so you would have conversations with your colleagues who would just 

say, you know, there’s nothing we can do to change that. So I think that sometimes got 

to me, the sort of you know the hopelessness sometimes of their situations. But you just 

keep persevering, keep trying. 
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In most of the interviews we also talked about the importance of seeing beyond the young 

people’s behaviours. This means having an appreciation of the complex trauma that they have 

often experienced in their earlier upbringing. This has been key in persevering through their 

work, but also in advocating for justice and fair treatment of their young people.  

 

So I always took the view where any kind of blame or labelling or kind of thing to those 

kids. I’m the biggest advocate where I would literally stand in-between them and 

whoever was talking that way and I would cut that right out because that’s my role is 

to advocate for you [the young person] and keep you [the young person] safe and that 

includes your [their] emotional wellbeing… because you [they] had no choice in what 

you [they] landed in. 

 

Trust – consistency, honesty and listening 

The other key theme regarding ECY social workers’ engagement and relationship 

with their young people was trust. The staff identified that establishing trust was key in 

building a relationship with their young people. I have also included other concepts such as 

consistency, honesty and listening within this theme as they all seemed to contribute towards 

building a trusting relationship with the young people 

 

I didn’t expect him to trust me. It was about building that sort of relationship together 

and giving him some stuff and just listening to him and trying not to always tell him off 

because he did so many dumb things, it’s just building that and doing things. He needed 

a safe, secure adult and for a long time that was me. He needed someone who was going 

to manage him being aggressive and abusive but know that it wasn’t actually directed 

at me. 
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Almost all interviews talked about the importance of consistency, especially important in the 

initial engagement period and also in maintaining trust in the relationship. This is illustrated in 

the first quote below. The second quote was from a social worker who also talked about the 

initial engagement with the young person as a slow and gradual process. They specifically 

referred to the value of thinking creatively about different in which you can engage with them. 

I think with our young people because recognising that they have had so many social 

workers before and they have probably been in lots of different placements and they 

have distrust of adults, it’s just in that first little while is being consistent. Even when 

they are not wanting to catch up with you every week, texting them or calling them. 

 

… allowing them to invite you into their world, so kind of like going at their pace and 

if they say to you oh nah I don’t want to see you today cause so and so has asked me to 

go and do something or I am going to go and meet up with so and so, you would be like 

oh do you need a ride, do you want me to drop you there. 

Honesty was also well-acknowledged as a key factor for building relationships with their 

young people. One particular participant emphasised that it was not always easy to have 

honest conversations with the young people and so courage was sometimes needed to carry 

out honest conversations.  

I think you’ve got to be courageous too. You’ve got to be courageous in your honesty. 

I’ve got to be able to tell people as it is, you know, hey look sorry… the answer is no 

but I will explain why and I will be keen to get some feedback from you [once] I have 

explained why. 
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Facilitating communication with the young people and listening to what they had to say was 

achieved through different means. In every interview the staff talked about using food to 

achieve this. It met a significant need for the young people and it was also described as a way 

for them to sit down and talk with each other, in a non-threatening and comfortable manner. 

Driving with the young people was also another method identified to have helped facilitate 

communication and a comfortable platform for young people’s voices to be heard.  

Might take them out for some food or an ice cream or a milkshake, just do something 

nice to bond with them, no pressure. And usually what happens is they feel quite 

comfortable if you are going for a drive somewhere because there’s no eye contact. 

The rhythm is quite soothing and they just feel like it’s a nice environment to open up 

a little bit.  

 

Establishing safety and stabilisation  

This category contains the themes relating to another key objective of ECY – to 

stabilise the young people through identifying and managing their risk factors. Two themes 

were identified under this category; using a harm reduction approach and engaging with the 

young person’s significant social connections.  

Using a harm reduction approach 

When interviewing both the current ECY staff and past staff members, it was clear 

that they had a harm reduction approach in which they operated to mitigate risks of harm 

relating to their young people. This was important to discuss and acknowledge as some of the 

social workers expressed disbelief that they would be able to completely eliminate the risk 

relating to the young people’s safety. The below extracts from the data are examples. 
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The under-age sex work, the prostituting you know like you can’t really stop it. But you 

can try and minimise, reduce harm around it. 

 

She still goes off and steals and does bits and pieces and stuff like that, but not to the 

extent that she used to and she’s not trying to harm people or be crazy. 

 

ECY’s safety planning around the young people’s risk was also identified to be a strength by 

the staff members and contributed significantly to them establishing safety measures and 

better stabilisation for their young people (through a harm reduction approach). One 

participant in particular said; 

One thing the ECY team do well is planning for risk, you know and managing it… 

Another finding within this theme specifically related to the absconding behaviours of the 

ECY young people. Once staff member particularly spoke about applying a harm reduction 

approach in her management of her young people’s absconding. She described a sense of 

acceptance in that some of her young people were always going to abscond from their 

placements regardless of what was written in their plans. Thus she further developed a plan 

with her young people to try and mitigate the risks typically associated with absconding.  

I would tell my young people I know you’re going to run but can you do me a favour? 

Can you just ring me on the weekend and let me know you’re okay? Just ring the 

after-hours. Yeah, yeah. I would say it to all of them. And then suddenly I would get 

into work on Friday and there is contact reports. So they did. And it was like ... before 

it was like don’t abscond. That was the issue. Don’t abscond. It was like well they’re 

going to abscond so why don’t we just say I know you’re going to take off but please 
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can you just give me a call and let me know you’re okay because I’m going to worry 

about you. And they would. 

 

Engaging with the young people’s significant social connections 

It also became clear that achieving stabilisation for the ECY young people meant 

identifying and then working alongside their significant social connections. The concept of 

stabilisation within the ECY operations was described by the social workers as the team 

having adequate knowledge of their young people’s living and behavioural circumstances 

(e.g., where they were staying, who they were staying with and what were they doing that 

may be related to risk). Significant social connections alluded to in the interviews included 

whānau, peers, and partners. The staff members spoke about “social working the [young 

person’s] entire social network” – finding out who was in the young person’s lives as well as 

the impact this relationship had on the young person – as an important part of their risk 

management objective.  

Well you’re working with their whole system and sometimes that will include their 

boyfriend and their boyfriend’s family and things like that… So it’s not just the 

individual. You’ve got to look at the whole system around that child because otherwise 

there’s no point, you know. 

Absconding was also important as a significant risk behaviour and barrier to engagement 

amongst the ECY young people. Interestingly, a staff member shared their thoughts on the 

young people’s view of absconding which presumed that the young people may not even 

perceive their absconding behaviours to be a risk. This is quoted below.  

They also don’t think they are running away either. They don’t call it absconding. They 

are; I am going to meet my mate in town, I am going to pick up my shoes from so and 
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so. I had a kid once say to me, next time I’ll ask if I can be gone for three days. I’m like 

you’ve already been gone for four. Have I? Yeah. I guess it’s different like you and I 

where having somewhere to sleep is important to you or I. They don’t value it the same.  

The staff reported that majority of the young people abscond from placements to return back 

to their whānau. This meant that whānau engagement was a significant part of ECY 

operations. The data also suggested that engaging the young person’s whānau went beyond 

risk minimisation as it also served to strengthen relationships with the young people. This 

was specifically illustrated by one of the social workers in the quote below.  

And I will say things to the kids that only mum and dad would know, you know, just 

things like that and then they’ll go oh okay if mum and dad think it’s safe to talk to 

him about these things then there must be something in it. The problem is if you talk to 

a kid and you ask them about their family, especially these kids, they’re guarded, you 

know, loose lips sink ships kind of thing, snitches get stitches. And regardless of how 

bad their family are, these kids always have that attachment. Mum and dad aren’t that 

bad. I want to go and live with mum and dad. 

 

Developing individualised plans 

The other key objective of ECY as reported by the team manager was developing 

individualised plans with the young people’s collaboration – rather than the social worker 

solely doing all of the planning for the young people. All ECY young people were involved 

with either (or both) of the family court and the youth justice court. Therefore, there will 

always be court plans with specific conditions the young people must follow. It was 

described from the staff’s perspectives that the ECY social workers operated in the middle, 

where they were helped to bridge the gap between what the courts wanted for the young 
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person and what the young person wanted for themselves. The social workers themselves also 

tended to have their own ideas on what the young person needed. The themes for this 

category included; lowering / having more realistic expectations, and having a fluid and 

flexible approach to planning.  

Lowering / having more realistic expectations 

A lot of the staff talked about the significance of having low and realistic expectations 

for their young people – and the difficulty in managing other people’s expectations of their 

young people (including other professionals and family). Many narratives from the staff 

described the importance of slowing down the engagement and planning process for each of 

their young people as it allowed the young person’s voice to be better heard. The social 

workers believed that having their young people’s input contributed to a more realistic plan 

that the young person may be able to complete.  

We probably initially would set some objectives but actually when we got to know the 

young people and where they were at, we had to kind of really lower our expectations. 

They weren’t like other young people or kids who had a plan, who had a place to live. 

Our kids were living rough. Some of them were really hurting themselves, others were 

like labelled as the worst family in South Auckland. 

The staff also described referred to tension that arose in their engagements when what the 

young person wanted to do, may be putting their safety (or others’ safety) at risk, and thus the 

social worker had to intervene and re-direct their plan. The particular quote shown below 

further illustrated the complexities in the ECY young people’s presentations.  

When I took that case they told me if I can keep her alive for a year I’ve done a good 

job. I was like well that bar is pretty low. But as it turns out that bar was quite high 

because keeping her alive was pretty hard. But how did I deal with her risk? It was 
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hard. She was the hardest one I had because she just didn’t give a fuck. She didn’t 

care. 

This next quote also emphasised that lowering expectations does not equate to passively 

letting the young person carry on as they are. It simply illustrates the intensity of the work 

they carry out with their young people. This particular staff member also referred to the 

importance of their relationship with their young people, in negotiating a common ground. 

The point about planning is that you can’t drag them along with you and you can’t 

push them like a car that’s got a flat battery. What you’ve got to do is actually stop, 

walk backwards, go back and find them, stand still … and stay there for a year before 

you do any of that until they trust you and they will work with you and then you go 

let’s take one step forward the size of a big toe and we’ll do it together… That’s what 

I mean by lowering your expectations. You still do it. You still do the work. But it 

might take you two years to touch the bottom rung [in reference to a figurative ladder 

of expectations].  

A fluid and flexible approach to planning 

Another key component of planning with ECY young people, was being what they 

described as ‘fluid’. The staff spoke about the young people living only for ‘the moment’ – 

and so what they wanted on any given day would often change drastically. Thus, having a 

flexible approach where the practitioner could move and adapt to the young people’s ever-

changing mind-sets was important in their planning.  

I think given the nature of the young people that we work with, they could want one 

thing today and something else tomorrow, so it always has to be flexible and you have 

got to be flexible to change the plan.  
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The next quote illustrated that despite the fluidity in the planning process, the staff considered 

both short- and long- term outcomes to be important. 

They [plans] change frequently when circumstances change for our young people, so 

they are quite organic, they are not a plan like this is what we are going to do and this 

is what we are going to do by three months. Ideally we look at our short term and our 

long term and how we are going to get to the long term but things change so fast. So 

they are quite adaptable…  

 

What is ECY generally doing well? 

This category was created for narratives from the staff about things that are going well 

within ECY – and that have not been represented in the themes within the previous 

categories. For example, it was a common perspective within the data that the ECY team 

worked well in engaging their young people and their families, but this has already been 

addressed in themes within the engagement and relationship category. Similarly, successful 

stories about mitigating young people’s risk behaviours and helping to shape more positive 

outcomes for them have also been referred to. From the interviews, it was also expressed that 

the team’s professional and personal experiences within the wider organisation (Oranga 

Tamariki) may have also added strength to the operations of the team as it was apparent that 

this helped them to think more creatively outside the box. The identified theme within this 

particular category was that ECY works together as one and is further expanded on below. 

The unity of the team 

The ECY staff talked about the importance of working together as a team in 

implementing their operations. From a recruitment point of view, the manager and supervisor 

also talked about the importance of the team dynamic and having social workers that brought 
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in different knowledge and skill sets. The team shared their knowledge and skills and 

provided support around each other’s clients. One staff member highlighted this in the quote 

below. 

… having a good blend of different strengths within the team worked really well. 

They also discussed the importance of providing peer support for each other, which they 

identified as an important aspect in their operations. 

We had a lot of peer stuff, because we were such a small team we had a lot of peer 

supervision and how things were affecting us. We had some kids that overdosed or we 

couldn’t find for weeks on end. That takes a toll on you because you are constantly 

like where are they, what are they doing, hope they’re okay, la, la, la. So just being 

able to talk about those kinds of feelings in a safe environment is good for you, yeah. 

The staff interviews made also described that although the ECY social workers’ individual 

caseloads were capped at around five young people, they were all familiar with each other’s 

cases. It was also not uncommon that they had met every young person in ECY. This was 

particularly useful in providing continuous care.   

I think if you have a good team and everyone knows of each other’s cases, which I 

believe is definitely ECYs point of difference. We are encouraged to learn each other’s 

cases and what is happening for each young person, so that if one social worker is 

away then the other social worker can cover, or even the supervisor, the manager 

jump in as well, which you don’t see that on site. 
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Broader systemic issues and future suggestions 

This last category is comprised of the perspectives of staff on what they think could 

be further improved within the operations of ECY. Some of these suggestions were linked in 

with broader systemic issues that was not always specific to ECY. The themes identified 

were; a need for more specialised trainings, and expanding the team and developing more 

standardised protocols. 

A need for more specialised trainings 

Majority of the interviews showed that the social workers wanted more training and 

professional development, and specifically trainings that target the population of their ECY 

cohort. However, this was also perceived by the staff as to be a reflection of broader systemic 

issues because funding determines the trainings they receive. Both points are illustrated with 

the following quotes:  

I think more training on like mental health, but that goes across, for mental health 

and probably methamphetamine use, like the effects of that. We know but just how to 

help kids when they are addicted to meth, like it’s really hard. 

 

…so a lot of my requests for training were turned down which is a shame or I paid for 

some training on my own and we sought training events that were free or something 

like that, just to get that. 

Expanding the current operations and standardising protocols  

This theme showcases the perspectives of the team to expand their current operations 

– which also included incorporating or perhaps even developing standardised protocols. 

Some staff members reflected in the interviews that it would be beneficial to have these 

developments specifically targeting the populations they work with. The majority of the 
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interviews revealed that the team often operated on an ad hoc basis, which they were able to 

do due to their wealth of experience not only in working with at-risk youth from various 

backgrounds, but also in working within Oranga Tamariki. There were some who were 

comfortable enough with the way the team currently operated. There were also some specific 

suggestions made around having a standardised protocol for identifying and managing risk 

within ECY as illustrated below.  

Perhaps a bit more streamlined in terms of the processes, although there is often 

precursors to follow, there might not be a set process. It’s identifying at what level 

and that might come with a risk tool. So if you are creating a risk tool and you get to 

the end and your young person is like I said an 8/10, it means that you need to make 

sure this, this and this happens. So having it really, really clear that this is what needs 

to happen… 

Other suggestions regarding expanding their current operations included standardising 

protocols for obtaining cultural and clinical support for their client work. From observations, 

the ECY cohort presented with a range of different psychological and behavioural risks and 

the social worker’s perspectives as presented in the data, suggested they want more clinical 

supervision around their client work.  

I think also just having an external clinical lens could also be beneficial just because 

you can talk about your cases that have a clinical perspective. 

The team reported they tended to work with external agencies when risk was escalated and 

they felt they needed more clinical support to manage risk. For instance, they utilised the 

Towards Wellbeing service which provided additional support for their young people 

experiencing severe mental health distress. However, one particular participant described this 
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was no sufficient clinical support and spoke about a need for further clinical input that can 

also be applied in their conceptualisation of their young people’s behaviours.  

P: We have specialised services but they are really an assessment around the 

therapeutic needs and things like that.  

I: You are talking about kind of daily engagement with young people, getting kind of a 

clinical voice. 

P: Yeah its clinical input and clinical voice on some of our planning.  

As within the general population of the Aotearoa C&P setting, there was an over-

representation of Māori rangatahi (young people) in the ECY cohort. With regards to 

obtaining cultural support in their current client work, most of the staff reported they relied 

on their connections within the organisation for this input, despite formal processes present 

within the wider organisation. 

I think in terms of ECY, having someone who you can identify to be a cultural support 

or supervisor or whatever you want to call it would be great. We were pretty ad hoc. 

Most of us had relationships with enough people to be able to draw on that and those 

relationships extended to asking cultural questions, so you were able to or felt 

comfortable to do that. 

The majority of staff held similar views about their client work benefitting from additional 

clinical and cultural supervision. There were views from various staff members on how to 

accomplish this. Two main processes were suggested; to have a more standardised protocol 

which identified when they needed additional support and then ultimately link them to this 

through external providers, or to create a role within the team so that they could internally 

seek and obtain this additional support. 
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Summary 

This chapter showed the staff perspectives on the operations of ECY and also the 

areas they think were working well plus areas that may need further improvements. Overall, 

the staff felt they were successfully engaging with their young people and building effective 

relationships that served a number of important functions around safeguarding the young 

person and improving their outcomes. Some examples of these outcomes have included 

reduced risk behaviours, stronger social connections and also better engagement in general 

with services. The low caseloads were widely acknowledged as being significant to these 

successes. They have also identified key areas of improvements which broadly spoke to 

acquiring more specialised trainings, expanding their current operations and developing more 

standardised protocols.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

DISCUSSION 
 

This final chapter will begin by providing a brief overview of the current study, 

before highlighting the key findings which will be presented in line with the main objectives 

of ECY. Following this, the participants’ views on the strengths and limitations of ECY will 

be reviewed. All findings will be discussed in relation to relevant previous research. The 

implications of these findings will also be addressed with recommendations for the future 

operations of ECY, from the researcher’s point of view and based on the perspectives of the 

participants. The strengths and limitations of the current study will also be discussed before 

concluding with ideas on directions for future research.  

 

Overview of the study 

The current study was a process evaluation of ECY. This was initially a project 

created within the Auckland region in 2012 under Child Youth and Family which is now 

known as Oranga Tamariki, Ministry for Children. There had been no formal external 

evaluation conducted on the operations of ECY, although staff had reported they were 

successfully engaging their high risk young people and developing relationships with them. 

This positive engagement with social workers is an important achievement as I have 

previously described that the young people referred into ECY are typically those who were 

consistently absconding from emergency placements (C&P residences), were missing for 

long periods of time, disengaged from services, had no relationship with their social workers 

and were also exhibiting risk behaviours. In utilising a process evaluation framework, it was 

envisioned that this research may not only illuminate the key processes of ECY but also 

provide qualitative accounts of how their outcomes have been achieved (Patton, 2015).  
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An ECY team continues to operate within Oranga Tamariki today. From observations 

and interviews at the time of data collection, ECY functioned as a specialised service of 

senior and experienced social workers who work intensively with the region’s most at-risk 

group of young people in care. Overall, the main objectives of ECY (as obtained from 

documentation, observations and interviews with staff) were; engaging and building trusting, 

effective relationships with their young people; stabilising and managing the young people’s 

immediate needs and behavioural risks; and developing collaborative plans with them that are 

strength-based and future-oriented. A qualitative methodology allowed in-depth enquiries 

into the operations of ECY and explorations into the unique perspectives of key stakeholders 

such as the staff and young people.  

 

A summary of the findings 

Overall, most of the interviews conveyed success in the implementation of the main 

objectives of ECY. It was reported that the ECY young people were generally engaged with the 

team and they had positive working relationships with their social workers. There was also 

reduced risk behaviours with better stabilisation. These outcomes were reported by both staff 

and youth. The interviews with staff showed the ECY team strived to work together with their 

young people to develop their individualised plans – which aimed to incorporate court 

conditions as best as possible and meet what the young person wanted to achieve themselves 

in the safest way. There were also particular sets of recommendations for how the operations 

of ECY could be further developed from both staff and young people. These will be highlighted 

below. The strengths or successes of ECY are mostly addressed in discussing the objectives, as 

the participants’ perspectives of successfully implementing the team’s objectives can be viewed 

as a strength of ECY’s current operations. An additional finding was gathered from the staff 
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interview data which related to the overall unity of the team. This will also be elaborated on 

further below. 

 

Important factors suggested to be important in engaging and building 

relationships with ECY youth 

From the qualitative analysis of the current study, all participants perceived success 

regarding the general engagement and relationship-building objective of ECY. The young 

people’s perspectives on their relationships with ECY social workers indicated it was 

important for social workers to be relatable and non-judgemental towards them. In other 

words, it was important for the young people to have a space where they felt comfortable to 

be themselves and this appeared to be linked to better engagement with their social workers. 

Not all ECY young people interviewed were able to fully relate to every ECY social worker 

(i.e., to be themselves, feel understood and not judged) they had been assigned to. However, 

they had generally built a connection with at least one ECY social worker. From their 

perspectives, a positive engagement was facilitated by the social worker’s efforts to learn 

about them; their culture, socioeconomic backgrounds, and values. They appreciated the 

social workers that respectfully listened to them and communicated with them in a way that 

they could understand and relate to.  

These findings are consistent with both national (e.g., Munford & Sanders, 2016; 

Sanders et al., 2015) and international research (Oliver, 2010; Smyth & Eaton-Erickson, 

2009). The review by Oliver (2010) synthesised findings from research into young people’s 

experiences of social work in state care. They also found that young people value social work 

that is responsive, individualised and respectfully took their views into account.  

As described within the results chapter (Chapter Three), a young person in the current 

study reported they had to direct their social worker to use less professional language so they 
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could understand them. This particular extract from the data highlights how young people 

may understand professional language, and more importantly their confidence to directly 

address this issue with professionals involved in their care. The young person in the current 

study seemed to have taken some time to be able to communicate this need to their social 

worker. Thus, it may be posited that as time passed and their relationship developed, the 

young person felt more comfortable in expressing their needs. This extract also alludes to the 

natural power imbalance between young people and professionals (Leeson, 2007), which is 

an important consideration in engaging and building relationships with youth in care. 

McLeod (2007) suggested that adults working with young people in care need to be sensitive 

to the power they hold and understand how this power can affect the way their young people 

respond to them. The authors discussed that working with disaffected youth can include 

resistance and challenges from the youth, so confidence and flexibility will both be important 

in engaging them (McLeod, 2007).  

Communication was also identified by staff as an important factor in establishing 

effective working relationships with their youth, especially in building trust into their 

relationship. This is also consistent with previous research as highlighted in the review by 

Oliver (2010). The ECY staff highlighted various ways which helped them facilitate open 

communication with their young people. These included the times in which they provided 

food or transport for their youth. Staff identified these two activities to be opportunities in 

which they could talk with their youth in a non-threatening manner.  

Honest communication was further highlighted to be important by both staff and 

young people. Different examples were found in the data which illustrates the young people’s 

views on honesty. Some of the young people referred to their social workers’ integrity in 

carrying through the promises or plans they had made with them. As one young person 
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simply quoted; “they do as they say”. Other young people reported wanting their social 

worker to be honest with them, including matters they may not like.  

A young person had specifically suggested that a lack of honesty from social workers 

could lead young people to feel angry – and perhaps this may cause young people to 

disengage with their social worker. These findings coincidentally related to the perspective 

from staff, where courage was referenced by one of the social workers in the context of 

achieving honest communication with their young people. It demonstrates that ECY staff are 

aware their young people will not always like what they present to them, and it shows that 

they themselves may worry about how they will manage their young people’s reactions. 

However, being honest and taking the time to explain their rationale may help buffer negative 

reactions from their young people as the data unsurprisingly indicate honesty is preferred by 

the young people over lies and omissions. The study by de Anda (2001) on mentoring 

relationships with at-risk youth (of similar behavioural risk issues as ECY youth) not only 

showed the importance of a positive relationship to the outcomes of their youth, but also the 

value of honesty in developing these relationships. 

The current findings also suggest that for some young people, honesty from their 

social workers demonstrates caring for them. This sense of feeling cared for was identified to 

be important to the young people and a separate theme was specifically synthesised to 

demonstrate its significance in the relationship between ECY youth and their social workers. 

This construct of caring, in the context of relationships between social workers and young 

people, was addressed in a study by Ridley and colleagues (2013) which also included 

perspectives of young people in care. Utilising Recognition Theory, the authors highlighted 

the importance of love or an emotional engagement between social workers and their young 

people. Their data indicated that young people who felt cared for by their social workers also 

reported a positive relationship with their social worker. The young people who did not 
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describe the same sense of being cared for by their social worker, reported a number of issues 

about their relationship with their social worker such as “clashing personalities” to them. 

They also tended to think their social worker cared more about the money rather than the 

young people themselves (Ridley et al., 2013).  

These ideas regarding care and emotional engagement are connected to the concept of 

unconditional positive regard which was described by Rogers (1957) in the context of 

building positive therapeutic relationships. Rogers’ definition of this was “a warm acceptance 

of each aspect of the client’s experience” (p. 98). Within the social work setting, the study by 

Ridley and colleagues (2013) referred to the emotional engagement concept as described 

within the Recognition Theory which was, “affective acceptance and encouragement” 

(Honneth 2001, p. 48). This overlap shows similarities in the establishment of therapeutic 

relationships and the working relationships between social workers and young clients in their 

care. The literature suggests that a positive therapeutic relationship is related to improved 

outcomes. The findings by De Anda (2001) also specifically indicate, that positive 

relationships with mentoring figures can be associated with more positive outcomes for at-

risk youth.   

The way in which young people in the current study identified that their social 

workers cared for them was through their social workers’ consistency in being available to 

help them when they needed it. Some young people described continuing to receive help 

from their ECY social worker, even when that social worker had left ECY. Others reported 

continuing to receive help even when they were relocated to a different region of the country. 

Thus, the ECY social workers were consistent in their care – showing up and being there 

when their young people needed help. This consistency from staff was also implied from the 

youth interviews to have helped build trust into their relationship. It seemed the ECY young 

people had developed a trust that their social worker will show up during their good moments 
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and also in their bad moments (e.g., when using substances again, when absconding again – 

in general, when they had deviated from their plans). The implications of this trust may also 

underlie the team’s ability to stabilise and reduce their young people’s risk behaviours as well 

as develop collaborative plans together. This is further discussed in the sections below 

regarding those objectives.    

The social workers interviewed had also spoken about being consistent in the context 

of building trust in their relationship with their young people. In the analysis, staff described 

consistency (along with honesty and communication/listening) to be an important factor in 

building trust in their relationship with their young people. They viewed consistency to be 

key especially in the initial engagement period as they begin building up a relationship with 

the youth in their care. Previous research also concurred with these findings (Freake, Barley, 

& Kent, 2007; Smyth & Erickson, 2009). The young people interviewed in Jobe and Gorin’s 

(2013) study spoke positively about social workers whom they had regular contact with 

which ultimately allowed them to spend time together and build up trust in their relationship. 

The authors had also concluded that when there is trust in the relationship between young 

people and social workers, young people were more likely to engage, talk about their 

experiences and also disclose important issues such as maltreatment. 

The ECY social workers also spoke about their passion in protecting and helping their 

young people improve their outcomes. Through these narratives, the concept of genuine care 

for their young people was also identified. The data showed ECY staff were often faced with 

multiple challenges on a daily basis and their passion as well as perseverance seemed to be 

important in overcoming these challenges. Some of the challenges alluded to in the 

interviews included behavioural issues from the youth as well as the high risk environments 

their youth were often surrounded by (e.g., living on the streets, substance use, and domestic 

violence). One social worker had also talked about the sense of hopelessness that may 
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transpire due to these challenges and the importance of debriefing with colleagues and 

continuing to try or persevere. These findings are in keeping with the PARTH framework that 

was released by the Resilience Research Centre NZ (2013) – specifically with regards to the 

Perseverance pillar.  

The staff’s passion for their work and care for their young people also showed 

through in an interview where their advocating role was addressed. An ECY social worker 

reported using knowledge of trauma-informed practice to understand and see beyond their 

young people’s challenging behaviours. ECY young people were often described to the 

researcher as the young people in their care that had fallen through the gaps of the ‘system’. 

As previously mentioned, the ECY youth were often deemed by the organisation as the most 

at-risk group of young people within the Auckland region. Unfortunately, this may therefore 

be reflected in the way services respond to them. A social worker had implied this in her 

interview – stating their young people may be over-blamed and labelled without compassion 

for how they may have reached where they are today. These views from the staff interview 

data may be related to the way in which the ECY young people consistently provided 

negative accounts, during their interviews, about their previous experiences in care before 

entering ECY. Unfortunately, previous research have also tended to provide similar findings 

relating to young people experiencing poor social work relationships in care – hence the 

policy changes observed on a global scale regarding children and young people in care.  

In summary, this objective in which staff aim to fully engage their young people and 

build effective working relationships with them is paramount in ECY’s operations – outside 

of the typical statutory obligations within C&P settings. ECY social workers strive to get to 

know each young person that comes into their service, regardless of whether they were the 

lead practitioner. From the researcher’s observations and understandings of the team’s 

operations, staff try and meet all ECY young people at least once so that the young people 
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know the whole team rather than just their individual lead social worker. This also helped 

each member of the ECY team have an adequate knowledge of each young person – rather 

than solely relying on what was documented within their case files. The rationale reported 

behind this was to provide as much continuity of care for the young people as ECY social 

workers only tended to stay on for two-to-three years before leaving. It was important to note 

that this was not a focus of the interviews with staff, but from my observations and 

conversations with the team it was clear that having an ‘exit plan’ when entering the team 

was expected and sometimes even encouraged. This was due to the intensity of the work – it 

was alluded that this strategy may help prevent burnout.  

During my observations, I also learnt that it was not uncommon for social workers 

within Oranga Tamariki to change jobs every few years. Past research has also alluded to this 

high turnover rate of social workers within social welfare services. Some findings have linked 

social workers’ high turnover or intention to leave a job to burnout, stress, job dissatisfaction, 

poor social supports and also a lack of support from management / the wider organisation 

(Kim & Stoner, 2008; Mor Barak, Nissly & Levin, 2001; Tham, 2006). This is regarded as a 

problem for organisations as well as for clients, as high turnover rates may negatively impact 

the quality and stability of the services clients receive (Mor Barak et al., 2001).  

Previous research also demonstrated that young people in care experience frustration 

at the high turnover rate in social workers as they have to repeat their stories numerous times 

(Oliver 2010). It was also implied that their experience of frequent change in social worker 

makes it harder to build and sustain trust in their social workers (Leeson, 2007; Oliver, 2010). 

This infers a systemic issue to building trusting relationships between young people and their 

social worker. Thus it is worth noting that the ECY team attempted to moderate their turnover 

of social workers by prioritising time for their young people to build a connection with all 
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team members, and have a general connection with the team – including the team supervisor 

and team manager.  

 

Managing risks and establishing stabilisation for ECY young people 

The approach ECY social workers reportedly took to manage their young people’s 

risk was through a harm reduction perspective that resembles the harm reduction view 

referred to by Smyth and Eaton-Erickson (2009). The team perceived that completely 

eliminating all risks relating to their young people was impossible. They were aware their 

young people still exhibited risk or delinquent behaviours within ECY, however they 

reported this to be a reduction to when they first joined ECY. Furthermore, both staff and 

young people reported examples of harm reduction in the interviews. These included; 

reduced absconding, reduced offending, reduced substance use – and for some, there was also 

better engagement in community alcohol and drug services.  

The theme of they help me keep out of trouble within the young people’s perspective 

chapter (Chapter Three), may be linked to the risk management objective of ECY. However, 

within this theme, the positive relationship between young people and social workers was 

also referred to. As alluded to in the above section, the relationship between the ECY social 

workers and their young people appeared to be an important foundation to their team’s work 

in protecting and creating better outcomes for their young people. Most of the young people 

interviewed, described feeling listened to by their ECY social workers and felt supported by 

them to create positive changes for themselves. Some of the young people interviewed also 

reported their ECY social worker helped them to engage in programmes and activities that 

were meaningful for them. This was a protective factor as these programmes and activities 

appeared to target improving their wellbeing. Moreover, it also occupied their time and 

therefore may less likely to engage in risk behaviours. This could be illustrated by a quote 
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from one of the young participants in relation to this matter; “they give me things to do to not 

get into trouble”. Previous research have also shown that a trusting relationship between 

social workers and their young clients can be important in facilitating their engagement with 

services and getting them on board / to participate (Bijleveld et al., 2015; Jobe & Gorin, 

2011).  

The other aspect of this objective which also relates to managing the young people’s 

risk, is stabilisation of the young people. As previously referred to, one of the most important 

criteria for the selection of young people into ECY is a history of poor engagement with 

social workers and other professional services in general. Thus it is not surprising that they 

often have a significant absconding history. Stabilisation of the young people was elaborated 

on in the staff’s interviews as the team having knowledge of where their young people are, 

and also what may be going on for them at that point in time. In the interviews, the young 

people did report having absconded less however, staff also referred to them maintaining 

better contact with their ECY social worker even when absconding from placements.  

What was also found by the ECY team to be useful in managing the young people’s 

risk and establishing stabilisation for the young person, was attempting to engage and build 

relationships with significant people from the young people’s social network. This may be 

particularly important given the young people’s absconding behaviours. The report by Cossar 

and colleagues (2011) also suggested that professionals working with young people in care 

should be more aware of, and connected with, the people within the young people’s social 

support network. From the current research, those within the young people’s support network 

included whānau (family), peers, and partners. In some cases, the partner’s family were also 

included. Not all young people were connected with their whānau. However, they often had a 

close friend or a partner whom the ECY team could work with. Objectively it is more 

sensible to engage the whole system in which the young person typically operates from, 
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rather than isolating the young person and providing interventions that may not be 

transferrable to their natural environments. The suggestions by Smyth and Eaton-Erickson 

(2009) also resonates with these thoughts. 

The staff also reported that the ECY young people often absconded to return back to 

their whānau. For a number of the young people, the social worker’s ability to engage their 

whānau also helped strengthen their own relationship with their social worker. One young 

person said that this meant the ECY social workers “actually cared…actually wanted to 

help.” Another young person also confirmed in their interview, that “at the end of the day 

we’re still going back to them [family]”. These experiences described by the ECY young 

people in the current study reflected the voices of other young people in Aotearoa state care, 

as documented within the recent report by the Office of the Children’s Commissioner & 

Oranga Tamariki (2019). A main finding of this report was that young people wanted more 

support for their whānau so that ultimately, they can be returned to their care. All of these 

findings also resonated with the findings from Karam and Robert’s (2013) study in which 

absconding behaviour was perceived as a coping strategy for young people in care.  

Overall, ECY’s operation of establishing a relationship with the people who are closest 

to their young people may have various positive outcomes associated to it. In particular, the 

team could have better knowledge of the circumstances which the young people are absconding 

to – e.g., of the risks which may be present – and therefore have a better plan to safeguard them 

as much as possible.  

 

Developing plans for the young people, with the young people 

The development of the ECY young people’s plans was generally reported by all 

participants to be a collaborative process between the young people and their social worker. 

The research into young people’s experiences in care provide a resounding view that they 



89 

 

want to be included more in all decision making processes that relate to their care (Bijleveld 

et al., 2015; Cashmore, 2002; Oliver, 2010). Thus developing collaborative plans with their 

young people, appears to be strength for ECY.  

The theme of they actually help me and get things done from the ECY young people’s 

interview data illustrated their experiences which may specifically relate to this objective. 

The young people expressed a significant difference in the social work they received in ECY 

compared with previous social work experiences prior to joining ECY. They reported the 

ECY social workers were faster at responding and better at listening. It was clear that their 

immediate needs were better met in ECY and this is highlighted in the quote below from one 

of the young participants. 

“I like that if I need like support and food and that they always feed me or I will 

always have accommodation, I will always have clothes and that sort of thing…” 

The ECY team also seemed to have better knowledge of their young people’s interests and 

values, which was helpful in creating plans that incorporated more of what the young person 

wanted to do. This meant that for those who wanted to and were able to, could return back to 

whānau. Other young people talked about successfully enrolling back into education and 

some had even completed educational courses they were interested in. This shows that a 

sound knowledge of the young people’s strengths, as well as their interests and values was 

important in developing their plans. The data implies this makes it more likely for the young 

people to engage in their plans and as previously described, these plans also helped to keep 

them occupied and away from risky situations.   

From the social workers’ perspectives, it was also important to have a flexible 

approach to the development of their young people’s plans as the young people frequently 

changed what they wanted to do. Some social workers alluded to the trauma histories as a 



90 

 

possible contributing factor for the ever-changing plans. The chaotic and unstable 

environments which often surround the young people may also make it harder to follow a 

more rigid plan.  

Another important theme from the staff interviews regarding the planning aspect of 

ECY was the need to adjust their expectations of their young people’s capabilities and lower 

them significantly. As mentioned, all ECY young people will have court plans from either or 

both of the family court and the youth justice court. Thus there are specific conditions set out 

for them in their court plans to aim for. However, the team had reported they often struggled 

themselves with helping the young people meet these conditions. The team therefore seemed 

to be the middle ground between what the courts and other professionals wanted for their 

young people, and what the young people wanted for themselves. This aspect of ECY 

overlaps with the other objectives of ECY, as the relationship with the young person was 

identified to be key in obtaining authentic collaboration with the young person and their 

safety will always be paramount. 

 

Participants’ views of what is currently working well within ECY 

Across the data, the majority of participants reported positive experiences within 

ECY. There was no specific thematic category synthesised on this objective from the young 

people’s interviews, and only one was identified within the staff interviews. The interviews 

were structured (albeit informally or loosely) around the operations of ECY, thus the team’s 

objectives were focal points of the interviews. The participants’ viewpoints on what was 

working well within ECY was also asked in the interviews and most answers tended to relate 

back to the programme objectives. Thus as explained in Chapter Two, the objectives served 

as a guide in categorising the themes of the data. The majority of the interviews provided 

positive accounts of the ECY team meeting their programme objectives, and this has been 
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previously discussed in the above sections of this chapter. The themes specifically 

represented how the programme objectives were successfully operationalised from the 

participants’ views.  

Overall, the strengths of the ECY operations as perceived by the young people 

interviewed included their ability to build a relationship or a working alliance with their 

young clients. From the descriptions of the young people, their relationships with their ECY 

social workers may be seen as a significant source of reliability and safety. This is an 

important finding which cannot be under-emphasised. Research has suggested that a secure 

attachment for young people in care, is a building block for the construct of resilience 

(Atwool, 2006). Young people in care are likely to have developed an insecure attachment 

style early on. However, social relationships in care may be used as opportunities for the 

young people to re-develop their attachment style. An important implication of this, is that in 

turn, this can help buffer the negative consequences of early trauma and an insecure 

attachment style (Atwool, 2006).  

The young people also re-iterated they were more likely to be involved and engaged 

in the plans they had developed with their ECY social worker, than they were in previous 

plans developed by social workers outside of ECY. Throughout their interviews constant 

comparisons were made between their experiences in ECY and their social work experiences 

prior to joining ECY. They generally felt more supported in ECY and had better access to 

resources that helped meet their needs. For instance, they had better access to clothing, food, 

and accommodation supports. A number of the young people had also attributed their reduced 

risk behaviours to having joined ECY. This may be due to various reasons but it was not 

directly addressed within the interviews.  

From the ECY staff’s interviews, they also reported a number of strengths that have 

already been highlighted in the discussions above. A resounding finding was that consistency 
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was a key factor in their work – to provide their young clients with consistent support which 

they had likely never experienced before. Their experience as senior clinicians (whom most 

had previous experience working in the child welfare system) also seemed beneficial to 

helping them find creative ways to engage their young people and facilitate communication. 

The staff were aware that their reduced caseloads contributed significantly to their successes 

in operationalising their team objectives. A few staff members also referred to their working 

site, regional office, as a strength in their operations. This location, separated from other 

working sites, not only enabled the team to be fully dedicated to ECY without getting caught 

up in the daily operations of other sites but it also enabled easier access to resources such as 

key figures within the organisation (e.g., practice advisors and the executive manager – 

whom oversees all matters related to risk).  

The main theme identified in the analysis which specifically illustrates the staff 

members’ perspective on what is a strength of ECY, refers to the unity of their team. It was 

reported that each team member brought with them diverse experiences and skill-sets, which 

complimented each other in their work. The newness of ECY also meant that it was important 

they leaned on each other for support as they were likely to have a better understanding of 

each other’s experiences. The staff also highlighted that supporting each other with their 

client work and having knowledge of each other’s caseloads was particularly important in 

providing continuity in their young people’s care if the main social worker was away.  

 

Participants’ views on how ECY can be further improved 

At the time of this research, all participants were also asked to report on their 

perspectives of how ECY’s current operations can be further improved. It is important to note 

here that some of these suggestions may have already been heeded by the team as preliminary 

findings were presented back to the ECY team, before the publication of this thesis. A final 
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summary will also be provided for the team, as well as all interested participants, on the 

findings from this research.  

The staff’s perspectives on what could be improved in ECY’s operations also 

indicated broader systemic issues. In particular, staff reported wanting more training and 

professional development which specifically related to their ECY client population (i.e., 

adolescents with significant trauma in their histories who are also at-risk due to behavioural 

and psychological difficulties). As discussed in Chapter One, adolescence is a vulnerable 

period in development as it encompasses multiple change processes across various domains. 

In particular, research has shown that there are neurobiological vulnerabilities which may 

account for young people’s tendency for socioemotional difficulties and poorer executive 

functioning (such as problem-solving and impulse control). Research also suggests that 

adverse childhood experiences (referring to direct maltreatment of the child as well as 

exposure to dysfunction / harm in the child’s environment) can significantly alter the way in 

which the brain develops (Anda et al., 2006). This means that early trauma is likely to be a 

compounding factor to the neurobiological vulnerabilities that are generally already present 

in normal developmental processes. From my observations and the reports from the ECY 

staff, it is evident that a lot of the ECY young people’s difficulties are likely to be a 

manifestation of their earlier traumas as they are typically above and beyond the expected 

issues present in normal adolescent development. Behavioural difficulties were not the only 

consistent presentation across the ECY cohort. Cognitive impairments and significant 

socioemotional difficulties were also present, and this showed through in some of the 

interviews for the current study.   

There were reports, specifically from the newer ECY staff members, which indicated 

the team had received recent training opportunities that were more applicable to their roles 

(e.g., motivational interviewing, trauma-informed practice). However, the majority thought 
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the team’s operations could still benefit with more training. To access more of these types of 

trainings (which are typically outside of the mandatory organisational training options) 

however, the ECY team must have a budget to accommodate for this – which they did not. 

Thus this is likely to be an issue which is beyond the control of ECY. It may be that ECY 

requires more support from higher levels of the organisation in order to access appropriate 

trainings and deliver best practice (Collins, 2008). 

The staff’s perspectives on ECY’s need for more quality trainings specifically relating 

to their client work, was also related to the other finding in which it was suggested that the 

team expanded their operations and standardised their procedures (as they were often 

described to be operating on an ad hoc basis). As well as improving training opportunities, 

the social worker’s reports also indicated that their client work could benefit from additional 

clinical support (whether it was to create a clinical role internally within the team, or 

standardising a process of obtaining extra clinical supervision externally). As highlighted by 

Ko and colleagues (2008), professionals within child welfare systems would be aware of the 

trauma children and young people in their care experienced. However, they may not always 

be aware of the link between the trauma and the young person’s behavioural and emotional 

expressions in the context of stress. Ko and colleagues (2008) suggest that there should be 

effective protocols for screening and assessing trauma and in line with the ECY staff 

recommendations for further clinical input, it is also encouraged that child welfare systems 

work closely with experts in trauma treatment.  

Findings from the current data also included young people’s suggestions for future 

improvements to ECY’s operations. The first, referred to a few of the young people 

expressing frustration at not being listened to or understood by their ECY social workers, 

which was closely related to other young people feeling pressured and overwhelmed because 

they could not meet their social worker’s expectations. As described in the sections above, 
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majority of the ECY young people interviewed reported a positive relationship with their 

social worker where they felt heard. However, it was important to highlight here that they did 

not always hear and understand all of their young people’s voices. In analysing the different 

interviews, it became apparent that the young people who felt pressured to make changes at a 

faster rate than they perceived themselves to be capable of, were the young people who had 

already made significant changes in their lives to move towards a more positive outcome for 

themselves. Thus it may be assumed that with their previous progress, their social worker’s 

expectations could have increased. Interestingly, the young people’s interview data also 

reflected that some youth wanted a better balance between their social worker providing for 

their needs and encouraging their own agency.  

Relevant to these findings is the Zone of Proximal Development theory by Vygotsky, 

which is defined as "the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem-solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers" 

(Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). It seems that the ECY social workers may not always have an 

accurate understanding of their young people’s developmental level, which would be why 

some young people reported their social workers were expecting too much from them and 

others reported they were not given enough opportunities to practice autonomy. The 

recommendations by Smyth and Eaton-Erickson (2009) on working with high-risk youth also 

encouraged practitioners to explore their youth’s motivation and readiness for change. The 

authors emphasised the importance of checking in with the youth every step of the way and 

ensuring they feel safe, supported and capable of managing the rate of change happening in 

their lives. 

 

 



96 

 

Strengths and Limitations of the current study 

An important strength of this study is the inclusion of both staff members and clients 

– the young people. Extensive research can be found on practitioners’ perspectives and 

experiences in working with at-risk youth in care. However, it was rarer to come across 

research that reflected at-risk youth’s views and experiences of working with professionals – 

specifically within the child welfare setting. Thus it was a strength to have included the direct 

perspectives of the ECY young people in the current study. It may not only provide insights 

into their experiences but it may also enhance our understandings and therefore help improve 

our abilities to help them. 

Providing both perspectives of the service deliverer (staff) and service user (young 

people) also allowed for a more comprehensive view of the operations of ECY. This allowed 

comparisons to be made between the two key stakeholder groups and find the consistencies 

and inconsistencies in their experiences of ECY. There was also diversity in the 

demographics (in ethnicity, age and gender) of the young clients interviewed, which adds to 

give a multifaceted view of ECY. Perhaps an additional perspective may have been other 

stakeholders that do not necessarily operate in the front line of the ECY service. This includes 

practice advisors and senior managers. They may have been able to shed more light on how 

ECY fits more generally into the organisation. Nevertheless this evaluation research has 

given rise to findings that would be helpful for the future operations of ECY. 

 Another strength of the present study is my direct experiences with the team through 

my field observations where I got to observe their daily activities and then interview the 

participants myself. My observations allowed me a better understanding of the operations of 

the team. It also helped to build rapport with some of the participants leading up to the 

interviews. This meant that the interviews could be more familiar to participants and thus 
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hopefully facilitated a more comfortable and natural setting for them discuss their 

experiences and perspectives more openly.  

However, the issues relating to objectivity and bias are important limitations to 

consider in the current study – which are also limitations that could arise in any other 

qualitative study. Despite precautions, I still would have had an influence over the interviews, 

analyses and interpretations of the data which would have impacted the findings. The time I 

spent with the team during my observations was a way for me to learn of the operations of 

ECY however it also meant I went into the interviews with pre-conceived ideas about ECY 

and thus influenced what I paid more attention to (as matched to my own ideas about how 

ECY operated). This was also briefly alluded to in chapter three, as I discussed having to use 

prompts and close-ended questions with a few of the young people in order to obtain their 

answers to interview questions. Whilst I considered this to be necessary given the nature of 

some of the young participants’ brief answers, this also limited the depth of their answers 

about their true experiences of being in ECY.  

Other limitations of the current study which are also generally present in other 

qualitative studies relates to the generalisability of the results and the undeterminable 

causality. At the time when this research began, there was only one ECY team operating 

within Aotearoa New Zealand and thus the findings were only envisioned to help with the 

further development of their operations. During the research however, a few more ECY teams 

were initiated in various regions of the country. Whilst the results may be generalised and be 

useful to these other ECY teams, the findings may not be fully generalisable to other social 

workers operating outside of ECY. This will mainly be due to the fact that ECY social 

workers have a capped caseload which allows them more intensive focus on building and 

developing effective working relationships with their young people. We also cannot draw 

causal relationships from the qualitative findings of the present study. Patton (2015) however, 
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highlights the usefulness of process evaluations in providing a comprehensive understanding 

of the operations of a service or programme and also highlights the key factors that are 

contributing to the successes and failures of these operations.  
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Conclusion  

This research aimed to conduct a process evaluation of the first programme within the 

country, which operates from the governmental child welfare department and solely focuses 

on the region’s most at-risk group of adolescents. The main objectives of ECY was to build 

effective working relationships with their youth, identify and manage their risks, and develop 

individualised plans for the young people that included their views. The focus of the research 

was to understand the processes and procedures of ECY and explore its current strengths and 

weaknesses from the perspectives of key stakeholders, to aid in its future development. The 

findings have provided valuable insights into the perspectives and experiences of the frontline 

staff and the clients. There were commonalities in the two group’s views on what contributed 

to success in their operations. Both group acknowledged that the significantly lower 

caseloads enabled the social workers more time to build trusting relationships with their 

young people, learn their needs and provide them with more relevant support. An important 

suggestion was that future development of ECY needs to incorporate more specialised 

trainings that target the specific needs of their young people, or have additional clinical 

expertise to oversee their client work. It was evident that their current trainings were not 

sufficient to help them understand their young people’s psychological profiles. Broader 

systemic issues were also alluded to that impact on ECY’s operations. This research suggests 

that more active involvement of higher levels of governance and management may be needed 

to move ECY in the direction suggested by the participants of this research. Overall, ECY’s 

focus on building positive working relationships with their young people indicate this to be 

an effective way of managing their risks and also creating collaborative plans that help 

improve their outcomes. 
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Building 302, Level 2 
23 Symonds Street, Auckland Central 
Auckland 

T  +64 9 373 7599 

W psych.auckland.ac.nz 

E psych@auckland.ac.nz 

School of Psychology 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 
 

The study 

You are invited to take part in a study to give your ideas about ECY. This study will involve 

other people who have been, or are currently involved with ECY. This is within the Auckland 

region only. 

 

What is the study about? 

We are looking at how best to help young people who are in the care of Child Youth and 

Family (CYF). Specifically, we are looking at how quality relationships can be developed 

between young people and their social worker. Because you are part of ECY right now, we 

would like to hear what you think. We would like to learn from you about what things are 

helpful and what you think could be done better. By talking to you, we hope to learn how to 

help you and other young people in similar situations. 

 

Who will talk to me? 

Manatu Fia would like to talk with you. Manatu is studying psychology at the University of 

Auckland. She is interested in learning how to improve the engagement and the relationship 

between social workers (and other helping professionals) and their young people.  

 

What sorts of questions will I be asked? 

Manatu will ask you about what it is like for you to be a part of ECY and perhaps how it has 

helped you to make changes in your life. You will not have to fill out any forms or do any 

writing. Manatu will be making notes during the interview and she would like to tape record 

what you say to her, so that she knows that she heard you correctly. It is important that you 

know that you don’t have to take part in this study if you don’t want to. If you decide that you 

don’t want to talk to her, this will not affect you and your place in ECY.   

 

How long will it take? 

Manatu would like to talk with you for about 45minutes to an hour. We know that this takes 

up a lot of your time so we will be giving you a $20 Westfield voucher at the end of the 

interview.  

 

What would happen with the information from the interviews? 

Manatu will write a report based on what you and other people from ECY say. She will not 

put your name in this report and she will make sure that there is no way that you can be 

identified. You will also be offered a summary of the findings from the research.  

All of the interview recordings will be transcribed by a separate person. This will be someone 

from a transcription agency recommended by the University of Auckland. Before they begin 

transcribing, they will sign a Confidentiality Agreement which states that they will not 

discuss anything from the recordings with anyone other than Manatu and her supervisors. 

Following the transcription, you may make any changes to your interview transcript if you 
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wish to do so. You will have one month for this, before sending the final transcript back to 

Manatu.  

 

All interview data will be kept safely by the primary supervisor. The electronic data will be 

kept on a password protected University of Auckland computer, backed up by a server. Data 

will be kept for six years. After six years, all hard copy data will be shredded, the audio tapes 

will be wiped and all electronic data will be deleted. 

 

Can I pull out later if I want to? 

Yes. You can tell us that you don’t want to be a part of this study up to one month after your 

interview. You don’t have to give a reason.  

 

Guardian Consent 

If you are under the age of 16, then your guardian’s consent and your assent (agreement to 

take part in the research) will both be required in order for you to take part in this research. 

Please note, that although young people over the age of 16 can consent to partake in this 

research we will still be seeking the guardian’s consent for all young people under 18.   

 

Who can I talk to if I have a question? 

You can ask Manatu questions when she comes to talk to you, or you can contact her using 

the following details: 

 

Manatu Fia 

Department of Psychology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

(09) 373 7599 ext 85012 

mfia015@aucklanduni.ac.nz   

 

Or, you can get in touch with Ian Lambie who is the primary supervisor for this study: 

Associate Professor Ian Lambie  

Department of Psychology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

(09) 373 7599 ext 85012 

i.lambie@auckland.ac.nz 

The contact details of the School of Psychology Head of Department are also listed below: 

Professor William Hayward 

Department of Psychology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

(09) 373 7599 ext 88516 

w.hayward@auckland.ac.nz  

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair of the University 

of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office 

of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 

83711. Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz  

mailto:mfia015@aucklanduni.ac.nz
mailto:i.lambie@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:w.hayward@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
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APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 28-Nov-2016 for 3 years. Reference Number: 018351. 
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Building 302, Level 2 
23 Symonds Street, Auckland Central 
Auckland 

T  +64 9 373 7599 

W psych.auckland.ac.nz 

E psych@auckland.ac.nz  

School of Psychology 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 
 

Research Description 

The young person under your guardianship has been invited to take part in a study, which is 

an evaluation of the Engaging Challenging Youth (ECY) project. The study will involve 

other young people who have been, or are currently involved with ECY. Staff members 

working in ECY will also be involved in this study. This is within the Auckland region only.  

 

We are interested in finding ways to best help our young people who are in the care of the 

Ministry of Vulnerable Children, Oranga Tamariki. Specifically, we want to learn how we 

could improve the engagement and the relationship between social workers (and other 

helping professionals) and their young people. Because this is a main focus of the ECY 

project, we will be asking the young person under your guardianship what they think of ECY. 

We want to find out what young people in ECY find helpful, and also what they think could 

be done better. At the conclusion of this research, your young person will be offered a 

summary of our findings. We hope that this information will be used to inform and develop 

guidelines around future work with our young people.  

 

This research is under the supervision of Associate Professor Ian Lambie, who is a senior 

lecturer at the University of Auckland. My name is Manatu Fia and I am currently studying 

towards a Doctorate in Clinical Psychology at the University of Auckland. I am also an 

undergraduate tutor at the University. This study will inform the basis of my doctoral thesis. 

While working on this research, I will be subject to the current Oranga Tamariki policies, 

procedures and standards, particularly those relating to ethical practice and confidentiality.  

 

Study Procedures 

As part of this study, the young person under your guardianship will talk with Manatu for 

about 45 minutes to an hour. As a token of our appreciation for their time, we will be giving 

each young person a $20 Westfield voucher. Each young person is under no obligation to 

participate – your young person’s participation is voluntary and there are no obligations to 

answer every question we may ask. If you or the young person under your guardianship 

decides not to partake in this study, then this will have no impact on the young person. For 

instance, this will not affect you and your young person’s relationship with Oranga Tamariki. 

 

Please note that before we can move forward with this study, we will also be obtaining the 

consent or assent (the agreement to take part in this research—if under 16 years of age) of 

your young person to participate. This will be in addition to the consent we will need to 

obtain from you. Manatu will be making notes at the time of the interviews, however we will 

also request for the interview to be audio-recorded. This is to ensure that we are accurately 

capturing what each person says. Also note that the young person may choose to have the 

recorder turned off at any time.  
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If the young person under your guardianship no longer wishes to be a part of this research, 

then they can withdraw their information for up to one month following their interview.  

 

Confidentiality 

Everything relating to the young person’s experiences in ECY, which is said to the researcher 

in the interviews, will be said in confidence and the interview will not be shared with Oranga 

Tamariki. In the final report of the study, the participant’s identities will be protected through 

the use of false names. 

 

All interview data will be kept for six years by the primary supervisor. Six years has been 

decided due to the possibility of publication of the research once it is completed. The original 

interview data will be kept in either a locked cabinet at the University of Auckland or within 

encrypted files by the Primary researcher. All electronic interview data will be password 

protected and kept on a University of Auckland computer, which is backed up by a server. 

After six years all hard copy data will be shredded, audio tapes will be wiped and all 

electronic data will be deleted. 

 

All recordings will be transcribed then analysed using thematic analysis. An Auckland 

University recommended transcription agency will be used in order to employ someone to 

transcribe the interviews. The employed transcriber will only review the recorded interviews 

for the purpose of transcribing – but before any transcriptions take place the transcriber will 

complete a Confidentiality Agreement. Following the transcription, the young person under 

your guardianship may make any changes to their interview transcript if they wish to do so. 

They will have one month for this, before Manatu will need their final transcript for the 

analysis purpose of this research.  

 

If you have questions about this study at any time, please contact: 

Manatu Fia 

Department of Psychology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

(09) 373 7599 ext 85012 

mfia015@aucklanduni.ac.nz  

 

The contact details of the Primary Supervisor are listed below: 

Associate Professor Ian Lambie  

Department of Psychology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

(09) 373 7599 ext 85012 

i.lambie@auckland.ac.nz 

The contact details of the School of Psychology Head of Department are also listed below: 

Professor William Hayward 

Department of Psychology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

(09) 373 7599 ext 88516 

w.hayward@auckland.ac.nz  

mailto:mfia015@aucklanduni.ac.nz
mailto:i.lambie@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:w.hayward@auckland.ac.nz
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For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair of the University 

of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office 

of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 

83711. Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 28-Nov-2016 for 3 years. Reference Number: 018351. 
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Building 302, Level 2 
23 Symonds Street, Auckland Central 
Auckland  

T  +64 9 373 7599 

W psych.auckland.ac.nz 

E psych@auckland.ac.nz  

School of Psychology 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 
 

Research Description 

This research is an evaluation of the Engaging Challenging Youth (ECY) project which is 

currently operated under the Ministry of Vulnerable Children, Oranga Tamariki in the 

Auckland Region. It aims to identify and evaluate the objectives, practice and processes 

within ECY in terms of working with high risk young people who had consistently shown a 

lack of engagement with Oranga Tamariki. As a staff member of the ECY team, we would 

like to talk to you about your perspective of the operation and characteristics of the project. At 

the conclusion of this research, you will be offered a summary of our findings. We hope that 

this information will be used to inform and develop guidelines around future work with 

young people under state care, who present with similar concerns.  

 

This research is under the supervision of Associate Professor Ian Lambie, who is a senior 

lecturer at the University of Auckland. My name is Manatu Fia and I am currently studying 

towards a Doctorate in Clinical Psychology at the University of Auckland. I am also an 

undergraduate tutor at the University. This study will inform the basis of my doctoral thesis. 

While working on this research, I will be subject to the current Oranga Tamariki Ministry 

policies, procedures and standards, particularly those relating to ethical practice and 

confidentiality.  

 

Your Participation 

You are under no obligation to participate – your participation is voluntary and there are no 

obligations to answer every question. You may also withdraw from participating in the 

research at any time and have the right to remove your information from the study without 

any required explanation, by contacting the researcher at any time within one month 

following your interview. 

 

Manatu will be conducting face-to-face interviews with you to explore your perspective of the 

ECY project and exploring the key areas of strengths as well as areas that may need further 

improvement. The interviews will take approximately 60 minutes and the interview place will 

be agreed on by the parties involved. Manatu will be making notes at the time of the 

interviews, however we will also request for the interview to be audio-recorded. This is to 

ensure that we are accurately capturing what you say. Also note that you may choose to have 

the recorder turned off at any time.  

 

Confidentiality 

All interview data will be kept for six years by the primary supervisor. The original interview 

data will be kept in either a locked cabinet at the University of Auckland or within encrypted 

files by the Primary researcher. All electronic interview data will be password protected and 

kept on a University of Auckland computer, which is backed up by a server. After six years all 

hard copy data will be shredded, audio tapes will be wiped and all electronic data will be 

deleted. 
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The participants’ identities will also be protected through the use of false names in the final 

report. All recordings will be transcribed then analysed using thematic analysis. An Auckland 

University recommended transcription agency will be used in order to employ someone to 

transcribe the interviews. The employed transcriber will only review the recorded interviews 

for the purpose of transcribing – but before any transcriptions take place the transcriber will 

complete a Confidentiality Agreement. Following the transcription, you may make any 

changes to your interview transcript if you wish to do so. You will have one month for this, 

before Manatu will need your final transcript for the analysis purpose of this research.  

 

Thank you for your time and help in making this study possible. If you have questions about 

this study at any time, please contact: 

 

Manatu Fia 

Department of Psychology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

(09) 373 7599 ext 85012 

mfia015@aucklanduni.ac.nz  

 

The contact details of the Primary Supervisor are also listed below: 

Associate Professor Ian Lambie  

Department of Psychology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

(09) 373 7599 ext 85012 

i.lambie@auckland.ac.nz 

The contact details of the School of Psychology Head of Department are also listed below: 

Professor William Hayward 

Department of Psychology 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 

(09) 373 7599 ext 88516 

w.hayward@auckland.ac.nz  

 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair of the University 

of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of Auckland, Office 

of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 ext. 

83711. Email: ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz 

 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 28-Nov-2016 for 3 years. Reference Number: 018351.  

 

mailto:mfia015@aucklanduni.ac.nz
mailto:i.lambie@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:w.hayward@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:ro-ethics@auckland.ac.nz
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APPENDIX B: 

Participant Consent and Assent Forms  
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Building 302, Level 2 
23 Symonds Street, Auckland Central 
Auckland 

T  +64 9 373 7599 

W psych.auckland.ac.nz 

E psych@auckland.ac.nz 

School of Psychology 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 
 

ECY Project Evaluation  

I have read the Information Sheet and have understood the nature of this research and why I 

have been selected.  

 

I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 

I know that I do not have to take part in this research project. I can ask them not to use my 

information for up to one month after my interview. I don’t have to say why. 

 

I do not have to answer any questions that I do not want to. I can ask for the audiotape to be 

turned off whenever I want.  

 

 

Please tick: 

 

(  ) I agree to take part in this research/evaluation project. 

 

(  ) I agree to have my interview audio taped. 

 

(  ) I wish to receive a copy of my interview transcript to make any changes I need to make, 

before sending Manatu my final transcript within the one-month period following my 

interview.  

 

(  ) I wish to receive a summary of findings, which can be emailed to me at this email 

address:  

      ___________________ 

 

 

Name ____________________________________________________ (please print) 

 

Signature ___________________________  

 

Date _________________ 

 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 28-Nov-2016 for 3 years. Reference Number: 018351. 

 

 

CONSENT FORM 

(For young people 16 years or over) 

This form will be held for a period of 6 

years 

 

mailto:psych@auckland.ac.nz
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Building 302, Level 2 
23 Symonds Street, Auckland Central 
Auckland 

T  +64 9 373 7599 

W psych.auckland.ac.nz 

E psych@auckland.ac.nz 

School of Psychology 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 
 

ECY Project Evaluation  

I have read the Information Sheet and have understood the nature of this research and why I 

have been selected.  

 

I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 

I know that I do not have to take part in this research project. I can ask them not to use my 

information for up to one month after my interview. I don’t have to say why. 

 

I do not have to answer any questions that I do not want to. I can ask for the audiotape to be 

turned off whenever I want.  

 

 

Please tick: 

 

(  ) I agree to take part in this research/evaluation project. 

 

(  ) I agree to have my interview audio taped. 

 

(  ) I wish to receive a copy of my interview transcript to make any changes I need to make, 

before sending Manatu my final transcript within the one-month period following my 

interview.  

 

(  ) I wish to receive a summary of findings, which can be emailed to me at this email 

address:  

      ___________________ 

 

 

Name ____________________________________________________ (please print) 

 

Signature ___________________________  

 

Date _________________ 

 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 28-Nov-2016 for 3 years. Reference Number: 018351. 

 

 

ASSENT FORM 

(For young people under 16 years) 

This form will be held for a period of 6 

years 

 

mailto:psych@auckland.ac.nz
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Building 302, Level 2 
23 Symonds Street, Auckland Central 
Auckland 

T  +64 9 373 7599 

W psych.auckland.ac.nz 

E psych@auckland.ac.nz 

School of Psychology 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 
 

ECY Project Evaluation  

 

I have read the Information Sheet and have understood the nature of this research and why 

my child / the youth under my guardianship has been selected. I have had the opportunity to 

ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction.  

 

 

Please tick: 

 

(  ) I agree that _________________________ who is under my guardianship, may take part 

in this research/evaluation research.  

 

(  ) I agree that the interview of ______________________ who is under my guardianship, 

may be audio taped. 

 

(  ) I wish for ___________________ who is under my guardianship, to receive a copy of 

their interview transcript to make any changes they need to make before sending Manatu their 

final transcript within the one-month period following their interview.  

 

(  ) I wish for ___________________ who is under my guardianship, to receive a summary of 

findings through their given email address.  

 

 

 

 

Name ____________________________________________________ (please print) 

 

Signature ___________________________  

 

Date _________________ 

 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 28-Nov-2016 for 3 years. Reference Number: 018351. 

 

 

 

 
CAREGIVER CONSENT FORM 

This form will be held for a period of 6 

years 

 

mailto:psych@auckland.ac.nz
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Building 302, Level 2 
23 Symonds Street, Auckland Central 
Auckland 

T  +64 9 373 7599 

W psych.auckland.ac.nz 

E psych@auckland.ac.nz 

School of Psychology 
The University of Auckland 
Private Bag 92019 
Auckland 1142 
New Zealand 
 

ECY Project Evaluation  

 

I have read the Information Sheet and have understood the nature of this research. I have had 

the opportunity to ask questions and have them answered to my satisfaction. I understand that 

my participation is voluntary. 

 

I understand that I may withdraw myself or any identifiable information at any time up to one 

month after the interview, without giving a reason.  

 

 

Please tick: 

 

(  ) I agree to take part in this research/evaluation study. 

 

(  ) I agree that the interview will be audio-taped.  

 

(  ) I wish to receive a copy of my interview transcript to make any changes I need to make, 

before sending Manatu my final transcript within the one-month period following my 

interview.  

 

(  ) I wish to receive a summary of findings, which can be emailed to me at this email 

address:  

      ___________________ 

 

 

 

 

Name ____________________________________________________ (please print) 

 

Signature ___________________________  

 

Date _________________ 

 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 28-Nov-2016 for 3 years. Reference Number: 018351. 

 

 

 

CONSENT FORM 

(For ECY Staff members) 

This form will be held for a period of 6 

years 

 

mailto:psych@auckland.ac.nz
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APPENDIX C: 

Interview Schedules  
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Interview Topics and Questions for ECY project manager  

Exploring the development of ECY: 

• Can you talk about the development of ECY, and its specialisation  

• What are the key objectives of ECY? 

 

Exploring the referral processes for ECY: 

• What are the criteria for entrance into ECY? 

• What systems do you have in place for matching clients to staff? 

o Prompt: What procedures are in place to ensure clients are allocated to the 

social worker most appropriate for their needs e.g., culture, personal 

circumstances, risk level, gender, special needs.  

• What could be improved in the referral and matching processes?  

 

Exploring the processes in place for working with clients from different cultural groups: 

• Can you talk about the processes within ECY that ensures cultural competency?  

• Do you think ECY is appropriately meeting the needs of families from a different 

culture? 

• Do you have any suggestions for improvement? 

 

Further exploration of their general perspectives of ECY: 

• Do you have other concerns about ECY that we haven’t already addressed?  

• Overall, what aspects of ECY are working well? 

• What aspects of ECY could be improved? 

• What do you like best about being a part of ECY? 

• Is there anything you don’t particularly like about being a part of ECY? 

• Do you have any further comments? 

 

 

 

• Thank you for your time. 
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Interview Topics and Questions for ECY staff members 

Exploring relevant background information: 

• Can you tell me about your decision to join the ECY team? 

• Prompt: The experiences and qualities you bring to your role as an ECY social worker 

 

Exploring their experiences of organisational characteristics related to their ECY role: 

• What training has been provided by CYFS for you since you joined ECY?  

• What are the arrangements in place for you to receive supervision? 

• What are the arrangements in place for you to receive cultural supervision for young 

people from a different ethnic group to your own? 

• Do you have any suggestions for improvements around the training and supervision 

provided for you within CYFS/ECY? 

• What is in place to ensure that staff self-care is considered and practiced? 

• Do you have any suggestions for improvement around self-care awareness?  

 

Exploring their engagement with their young people and how they achieve rapport with their 

young people and families involved: 

• From my understanding, the young people in ECY have a history of lack of 

engagement with CYFS and have had multiple absconding from multiple placements. 

Can you tell me about your process of obtaining engagement with your young people? 

• What are some barriers to the engagement with your young people? 

• From your young people’s perspectives, what do you think are their barriers to 

engaging with you and other services? 

o Following question – What do you do in particular to overcome this/these 

barrier/s? 

• Can you now tell me about your process of building rapport with your young people’s 

families? 

• What are some barriers to the engagement of family members? 

• From the families’ perspectives, what do you think are their barriers to engagement 

with you? 

o Following question – What do you do in particular to overcome this/these 

barrier/s? 

Exploring information around identification and management of the young people’s risks: 

• What risk assessment tools do you use to identify the areas of risk for the young 

person? 

• What other sources of information are used in determining the level of risk of your 

young people? 

• Can you think of any ways that this could be improved? 

• What is ECY’s protocol following the risk assessment of each young person? 

o Prompt: who do you provide the information to, how is this done, when is it 

done? 

• Do you have any suggestions for improvements with these procedures? 
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Exploring information around developing plans with the young people and helping them 

access and engage with other services: 

• As I understand it, developing individualised plans with your young people is a key 

component of the ECY project. Do you think this is being met with each of your 

young person?  

o Following question: In what way?  

• These plans involve goals which are oriented towards the future for each young 

person. Do you think this is what the plans are depicting?  

o Following question: In what way? 

• What are the key individuals (outside of yourself and the young person) involved in 

coordinating the implementation, management and reviews of these plans? 

• Do you have any suggestions for how we could improve on this?  

 

Further explorations of their general perspectives of ECY: 

• Do you have other concerns about ECY that we haven’t already addressed?  

• Overall, what aspects of ECY are working well? 

• What aspects of ECY could be improved? 

• What do you like best about being a part of ECY? 

• Is there anything you don’t particularly like about being a part of ECY? 

• Do you have any further comments? 

 

 

 

• Thank you for your time. 
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Interview Topics and Questions for the Young People in ECY 

Exploring relevant background information about the young person:  

• Who do you live with? 

o Probe for: family/foster parents/residential facility. 

• Are you at school – If yes, what year are you?  

• If no, when did you stop going to school? And, are you working now – If yes, what 

kind of work do you do? 

o Following question: How long have you worked there? 

• If not working or training, what would you like to do? 

• What do you like doing in your spare time?  

o Probe for: hobbies and interests e.g., sports, music  

• How long have you been a part of ECY? 

 

Exploring their understanding of ECY and their perception of being in the project: 

• Thinking back to when you started at ECY, what can you remember about the sorts of 

things you were told about the project?  

• What was going through your mind at that time? 

• What did your Mum/Dad/whānau/foster parents think about you becoming a part of 

ECY? 

• What are your whānau’s thoughts around ECY now? 

• Do you like being a part of ECY? If yes – what do you like the most about being in 

ECY?  

• If no – what don’t you like about being a part of ECY? 

 

Exploring their experiences of being in ECY: 

• What are some of the things that you have been doing with your ECY social worker?  

• I understand that creating plans together, and setting goals for your future is a big part 

of the ECY project. What are your thoughts on these plans? 

o Prompt: are they what you want for yourself? Have the plans been helpful for 

you, in reaching your goals/making changes?  

• Do you have any suggestions for making these plans better for you? In what way? 

• Another key aspect of ECY is to achieve engagement with your social worker. Can 

you tell me a bit about your experience of your ECY social worker? 

• What works well with you two? 

o Prompt: how do you contact them – and is this easy to do? 

• What could be improved between you and your social worker? 

 

Exploring information around their cultural needs: 

• What ethnic group do you identify more strongly with? 

• What is your experience of being ______? 

• Do you feel comfortable as a _______ in ECY? 

• What did your ECY social worker do to address your cultural needs? 

• What suggestions do you have that would make things more comfortable for you? 

o Prompt: how can things be improved? 
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Further explorations of their general perspectives around ECY:  

• Can you name three things that have been helpful for you?  

o Following question: why were these helpful? 

• Can you name three things that have been unhelpful about ECY? 

o Following question: why were these unhelpful? 

• Since joining ECY, what has changed for you? 

• Do you have particular needs that your social worker has not taken into account when 

working with you? 

• If you could, what would be three things you would like to change about ECY? 

• Is there anything else you would like to say about ECY? 

 

ECY team are interested in some more specific information/feedback such as: 

• Has the young person had a different experience with ECY to the experience that they 

had with a social worker on Site. 

• Does the young person think they have a good relationship with their social worker? 

• What is their idea of a good relationship with their social worker? 

• Do the young people feel included in making decisions? 

• Did they feel supported?  What did they social worker/team do to make them feel 

supported?   

o Have they felt supported since they left care? 

• What could ECY social workers do better in terms of the support they provide? 

• What did they like about having a social worker in the ECY team?  What didn’t they 

like? 

• Does the young person feel supported by the ECY team as a whole or just by their 

individual social worker? 

• Did the involvement with the ECY team contribute to an enhancement in their life 

skills and resilience skills? 

 

 

 

• Thank you for your time. 
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