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Executive Summary 
Allegations of abuse of a child in their care being laid against foster or kin carers, or their family 
members, is of international concern and an all too common occurrence in New Zealand today.  
Anecdotal evidence reported to the New Zealand Family & Foster Care Federation in regard to the 
number of cases under investigation during 2004, heightened existing concerns.  Figures released 
to the Dominion Post under the Official Information Act shoe that 34 children alleged physical or 
sexual abuse against their foster parents in the year to June 2003 and 41 made claims in the year to 
June 2004. 
 
Although the actual number of foster families currently in this position in New Zealand is not 
available, the issue has been of concern to the Federation for several decades.  Federation and 
Association members have been approached by caregivers who were facing investigation of an 
allegation and seeking support.  The New Zealand family & Foster Care Federation therefore 
instituted a pilot project, funded by Child Youth & Family, the goal of which is to offer trained 
and monitored peer support by experienced caregivers to families who are facing an allegation of 
abuse to a child in their care.  This pilot project was located in the Auckland region for a period 
beginning in August 2004 till June 2005.  An evaluation of the project in terms of its usefulness 
and viability for national proliferation was part of the contract with Child Youth and Family.  
 
The philosophy behind the Support Project is that it should be support to caregivers, Child Youth 
and Family and other Child & Family Support Services and assist in the likelihood of retaining 
otherwise valuable caregivetrs who have experienced and unsubstantiated allegation. 
 
The unexpectedly slow rate of referrals to the scheme has meant that in order to get sufficient data, 
this report has taken longer to produce.  The results conclusively show: 

¥ That care givers who have an allegation laid against them suffer emotional trauma and 
stress that affects the whole family unit 

¥ That they feel isolated and judged guilty before being found innocent 
¥ That support is needed at this time and their social workers cannot take this role. 



¥ The support given by the support persons is useful at least and lifesaving at best. 
¥ That the CYF process, as laid out in the Caregivers Manual is not generally followed, time 

frames being the greatest deficit. 
¥ That the training level of the caregivers is low 
¥ That the project has not, to date, been able to reach its potential because social workers are 

not referring. Most caregivers have self referred. 
¥ That there is substantial risk that caregivers who receive allegations do not continue as 

caregivers. 
 

The literature review shows that in Nova Scotia and Ontario, similar support projects employing 
experienced and trained caregivers have been initiated with success and these warrant further 
investigation. The literature also shows that the devastation that caregivers feel and the loss to 
caregiving is parallel to the emotions expressed by the caregivers in this study.  It is a most 
concerning and important issue for all concerned in the field of caregiving Ð the caregivers, the 
social workers and not least, the children and young people concerned. 
 
Recommendations 
 
The evidence collected allows the following recommendations to be made: 

a) The scheme should be continued in the Auckland region, and in order to be able to make a 
national assessment of investigative processes and the need for a support worker scheme, it 
should be trialed in another region, most usefully, in the South Island.   

b) Before any scheme is instituted (or re-instituted) an orientation programme be conducted 
with all site social workers.  

c) The CYF Allegation Process, as set out, while comprehensive falls short in practice.  It is 
recommended that a review take place to ascertain how practice could more closely meet 
the stated investigation process. 

d) Greater effort should be made to ensure that all caregivers are informed of the National 
Caregiver Training Project, and that no caregiver is used who has not completed both the 
Caregiver Induction and Safe Caring training modules. 

e) That two senior social workers are appointed regionally who have joint responsibility for 
investigating allegations against caregivers.  It is suggested that they are attached to the 
Caregiver Liaison Team. 

      f)  Consideration should be given to the appointment of full or half-time support workers who 
           are salaried to give support, as modeled in other countries. 
      g)  Written material should be produced in the form of a diary, bookmark or desk card that is  
           readily accessible and distributed to all social workers and caregivers.  This should be sent 
           out several times to increase the likelihood of it being noted. 
 

Background to the Study 
Allegations of abuse of a child in their care being laid against foster or kin caregivers, or their 
family members, is of international concern and an all too common occurrence in New Zealand 
today.  Anecdotal evidence reported to the NZFFCF by caregiver liaison social workers during 
2004 in regard to the number of cases under investigation heightened existing concerns.  Figures 
released to the Dominion Post under the Official Information Act show that 34 children alleged 
physical or sexual abuse against their foster parents in the year to June 2003 and 41 made claims in 
the year to June 2004.  The Dominion Post (May 2005) stated that these figures were provided by 
the Specialist Video Unit, in Wellington, however, the unit does not deal with all complaints or 
abuse allegations.  It records interviews only after strong concerns of abuse, which can then be 



used as evidence in court.  CYF said there was no central record of how many claims had been 
substantiated, but said it was working to install a system that would make the information 
available.  Although the actual number of families currently in this position in New Zealand is not 
available, the issue has been of concern to the Federation for several decades and Federation and 
Association members have approached by caregivers who were facing allegations, seeking 
support.   
 
The New Zealand Family and Foster Care Federation therefore instituted a pilot project, funded by 
Child Youth and Family, the goal of which is to offer trained and monitored peer support by 
experienced caregivers to families who are facing an allegation of abuse to a child in their care.  
This pilot project was located in the Auckland region for a period of six months. 
 
The criteria for selection as a support person are namely: 

!  a substantial history of successful care giving  
!  a willingness be specifically trained for the support role 
!  a willingness to have regular supervision 
!  no record of substantiated allegations having been laid against them or their family 

members 
!  Having no other role or connection with any case referred to the scheme.  

 

2. Overall Aim of the Pilot Scheme 
Caregivers are a scarce and essential resource and the aim of the scheme is to support the families 
through the investigative process with a view to reducing the isolation they feel and, where the 
abuse is unfounded or, more likely, clearly unsubstantiated, keeping those families in the 
caregiving role.  
 

3. The Significance of the Study 
 This process evaluation was planned to run alongside the project.  It is designed to capture the 
nature of the support given and measure the extent to which the caregivers found it helpful.  Such 
a project has not been undertaken in New Zealand/Aotearoa previously.  It is designed to capture 
information that will give CYF and other Non Government Agencies an understanding of how the 
investigation process affects families and contribute to policy and practice in this area.  As stated 
above, it will also hopefully contribute to the retention of caregiving families and raise the level of 
safe caregiving practice  Although case numbers are not high in this pilot project, it indicates the 
need for further study in this field. 
 
4. L iterature Review 
Many factors contribute to the likelihood of an allegation occurring and these are well articulated 
(McFadden and Ryan, 1991; Worrall, 1996).  McFadden (1996:316) states that abuse in care may 
be related to a configuration of factors in three areas, the system, the child and the foster family 
itself.  Notifications of child abuse or breach of standards in foster care are increasing 
internationally, and whether substantiated or not, all cause serious distress to children and carers 
(Nixon 1997).   Rosenthal et al (1991) describe 290 reported incidents of abuse and neglect in 
family foster homes, group homes, residential treatment centres and institutions in Colorado. 38 
per cent (102 of 272; 18 missing cases) of the reported incidents took place in foster homes (50 
incidents of physical abuse, 22 of neglect, and 30 of sexual abuse). Thirty-eight per cent of the 
reported incidents in foster homes were confirmed.  
 



While the literature describes the effect of an allegation on the foster family, the role of support for 
these families is not widely addressed, other than to comment on their feelings of isolation . 
Rosemary Carbino (1991) examined the impact of allegations on the life of the foster families and 
found they suffered many negative experiences, including abrupt removal of children, severed 
communication with the agency, shock, feelings of loss and injustice and damaged reputations.   
 
Families feel unsupported, traumatised and judged guilty before proven innocent.  Whether the 
allegation is substantiated or not, the experience is devastating to the whole family unit. Caregivers 
describe feeling shocked, isolated and unsupported and even if the claim is unsubstantiated often  
cease to carry on as caregivers.  
 
Many foster parents who have faced an allegation have felt that they have been treated unfairly 
and have left fostering .  Whitelaw-Downs et al(1996) quote Bloom (1992)who recommends steps 
to be taken by the agency when an allegation occurs and emphasises the need to treat the alleged 
perpetrator with respect and dignity during the investigation.  Worrall (1996) in her small study of 
kinship caregivers in Aotearoa/New Zealand found that four out of the six families interviewed 
had suffered some form of allegation, although none was substantiated.  In two of these instances, 
the stability of the marriage relationship had become precarious and in two instances the children 
had been removed pending investigation.  In one of these cases, the children were returned  to the 
kin care givers and in another, the care was terminated by the caregivers, though the allegation 
remained unsubstantiated.  
 
Nixon (1997) undertook a study designed to explore the support provided for  foster carers during 
crises.  A sample of sixty-seven caregivers who had experienced an allegation of abuse against a 

member of their immediate family were questioned, with a specific focus on their support needs 
and experiences during the period of investigation and its aftermath.  Data was also gathered from 
a smaller sample of twenty family placement social workers who worked with a sub-sample of 
these caregivers in order to establish their perceptions of the issues.  Shock, anger, bitterness and a 
sense of isolation were the prevailing emotions experienced.  It was found that the formal support 

offered by the agencies was not used by 76 per cent of caregivers.  For most carers there was a lack 
of congruence between the type of support they needed and the support provided by the agency.  It 
was suggested that the key role of social workers is to encourage and enable caregivers to establish 

their own close network of personal support in anticipation of such events.  

 



In a 1997 analysis of allegations in Ohio, 989 reports were made in that year, 558 of these being in 
public agency foster homes.  The researchers concluded from that study that caregivers had a one 
in ten chance of having an allegation laid against them.  If one were to assume an accumulation of 
these odds, then in a period of five to six years, a foster family has a 50-50 chance of having an 
allegation laid against them (www.aol.com/fpall). 

 

Wilson, Sinclair and Gibbs (2000) examined the impact of stressful 'events' on foster carers, 
drawing from a large-scale longitudinal study into foster care with 'looked after' children.  It used 

data supplied by 950 foster carers in response to a postal questionnaire designed to document the 
proportions who had experienced one or more of six potentially stressful 'events' including 
allegations. The study examined the relationship between the 'events' and measures of carer stress, 
satisfaction with fostering, and intentions to continue fostering. While experiencing an allegation 
was only one of the factors examined, the results showed that this had an effect on caregiver health 
and the ability to continue to foster. 

 
The Federation of Foster Families of Nova Scotia conceptualised the idea of foster allegation 
support teams in 1993.  Foster Care Redesign, as it is called, was reassessed in 1999.  The scheme 
offers immediate support to be put in place to meet both the needs of the foster parents who had 
identified the investigations as particularly traumatic and workers, whose resources were already 
taxed.  An analysis of the types and numbers of calls received by the Federation from foster 
parents undergoing investigations of abuse and neglect support the need for increased availability 
of Allegation Support Workers and the appointment of a full-time allegation Support Worker, 
whose role is to: 

!  :support and advocate for foster families who are undergoing allegation investigations 
!  support and advocate for families who are in the appeal process as a result of investigations 
!  provide education resources for foster families, agencies and district offices regarding 

safeguarding precautions 
!  provision of accountable documentation for service delivery as required by the Department 

of Human Services. 
 

Other foster parent organisations, such as the Canadian Foster Family Association, have set up 
response teams to support foster parents during an investigatory process (Whitelaw-Downs; Costin 
and McFadden, 1996), and several web-sites offer peer support for caregivers in this situation, for 
example, (www.fosterparentlegalhelp.net   and members.aol.com/fpallegations/index.html. 
 
 

5. Child Youth and Family Investigation Process 
 

The investigative process for allegations against care givers is set out in the Caregivers Handbook, 
and also repeated in the NZ Family and Foster Care Federation Information Pamphlet prepared for 
Caregivers facing an allegation. 
 
Child, Youth and Family state that it treats all allegations, especially the most serious, as a priority 
to be investigated as quickly as possible.  There is a clear process for investigating allegations 
which is time-limited with clear beginning and end points.  The extent and scope of the 
investigation is dependent on the type and seriousness of the allegation received. Child Youth and 
Family state that it investigates allegations of abuse against caregivers with an open mind, and 



only makes decisions when all relevant information has been gathered and assessed and the 
investigation is complete.  
 
CYF make it clear that the primary consideration must be for the child (ren) in care and that the 
investigating social workers will assess the immediate safety of the child or young person involved 
in the allegation and any other children or young people in their care.  The investigating social 
workers will make a decision about whether the child or young person should remain in the care of 
the caregiver and that it may not be tenable for CYF to allow a child or young person to remain, 
particularly if the child or young person has made the allegation. 
 
 
Understanding that allegations of abuse are stressful for all involved, especially the caregiver(s), 
CYF state that they need information and support during its investigation, and that CYF tries to 
maintain the integrity and well-being of the care giving family/whanau during the process . Most 
importantly, it is stated that the investigation process must be discussed with the caregivers in a 
formal meeting within 28 days. 
 
If the caregiver provides care for a Child and Family Support Service, Iwi Social Service or 
Cultural Social Service and that organisation received the allegation initially, they may have 
already removed the child or young person from the caregiver during their own initial 
investigation.  CYF state that following their initial assessment, the investigating social workers 
will inform the caregiver(s) of the investigation plan, advise in general or specific terms about the 
allegation that has been made, and advise of possible outcomes.  Caregivers should be given an 
opportunity to respond to CYF about the allegation.  
 
The parents or guardians of the child or young person concerned of the allegation and the parents 
or guardians of any other children placed with the caregiver will be told of the allegation...  As 
required by section 17 of the Children, Young Persons and Their Families Act, CYF consults with 
the Care and Protection Resource Panel about the allegation.  The investigating social workers 
interview people who can provide information relating to the allegation.  This will include the 
caregiver and the children and young people in their care.  Sometimes these interviews will 
include others who have knowledge of the caregiverÕs role, such as teachers or health workers.  At 
the conclusion of the investigation, the investigating social workers and the supervisor prepare a 
preliminary report with initial recommendations.  Subject to police approval, this preliminary 
report should contain the specific allegations.  The Foster Care Agency should give the caregiver a 
copy of the preliminary report and initial recommendations. They will have the chance to consider 
it prior to the opportunity they are given for a face-to-face meeting with the Service Delivery Unit 
manager or their own Agency Manager to respond to the allegations and initial recommendations. 
 
If the investigation is not going to be proceeded with, the investigating social workers must inform 
the caregiver what further action is going to be taken.  This may include referral to a caregiver 
liaison social worker or Child, and Family Support Service, Iwi Social Service or Cultural Social 
Service social worker for action. 
 
Caregivers have the right to seek a review of the decisions, and to seek redress by other means, for 
example, through judicial review in the High Court or the Office of the Ombudsman.  As required 
under section 17 of the Children, Young Persons and Their Families Act, Child, Youth and Family 
informs the person who made the allegation that the matter has been investigated and tells them 
whether further action has been taken (not the details of the further action).  When it finds an 



allegation made is unfounded, Child, Youth and Family informs all parties that nothing that 
warranted further statutory intervention was found and the case will be closed and no further 
action will be taken unless additional corroborative information is supplied.  This is important for 
the caregiver and their reputation in the community. 
 
Child, Youth and Family records all information about the investigation and the outcome on the 
child or young personÕs and caregivers files.  At the completion of this process a letter is sent from 
CYF and or the Agency stating the nature of allegations made, the outcomes of the investigation, 
and the suitability of the caregiver(s) to continue or resume a foster parent role 
 

6. The Aim of the Study 
 
6.1. The Purpose  
The primary purpose of this evaluation is to ascertain the success of the pilot project in reducing 
caregiver isolation and stress and the feasibility of seeking funding for continuation of the project. 
A secondary goal is to ascertain the degree to which the formal investigation process was able to 
be followed and how well caregivers have been prepared to handle such an allegation prior to it 
being made. 
 
6.2. The Objectives 
1. To gather information from caregivers who have been allocated a support person during the 

investigation process in regard to how they experienced the investigation process and the value 
of the peer support. 
(Note: information was not gathered in regard to the nature of the allegation itself). 

2. To gather information on pre and in-service education course attendance 
3. To gather non-identifiable information on the child/young person in regard to information 

given prior to placement re allegation history. 
4. To gain the views of the support persons in regard to their role and whether or not they 

considered that the goal of reducing caregiver stress was achieved.  
5. To gain the views of the Child Youth and Family Caregiver Liaison Social workers, or Child 

and Family Support Services Foster care workers in regard to their experiences of the project. 
6. To measure actual experiences of the investigation process against the CYF investigation 

policy. 
7. To construct recommendations in regard to the future of the project and, if deemed necessary, 

recommendations in regard to policy change. 
 
 

Conclusion 
The data gathered furnishes some important information that can be utilised should this pilot 
scheme be extended or other such schemes be initiated. 
 
 
Key Findings to Date 

1. There has been a disappointing referral rate to the scheme by social workers, in spite of 
meetings with managerial staff in the region.  The most favourable analysis of this would 
be that, in spite of the fact that when the scheme was initiated there was a high number of 
abuse allegations, this has not been the case since.  However, as most of the cases have 
been self-referred, it can be concluded that this is indeed not so.   



2. The affect of receiving an allegation of abuse on the caregivers and their families is 
traumatic and far reaching, seriously affecting all parts of the care giving unit.  The 
removal from the home of children not involved in the allegation is understandable, but 
this has been destabilising and life changing for these children and young persons in some 
cases.  

3. While some caregivers have continued to care, other families have not, even though the 
allegations have not been substantiated in some cases.   

 
4. While all caregivers have been told there will be no further investigations, none have  

 received a formal notice of reinstatement as caregivers, although they have assumed that                
being asked by Social Workers to take children means that their caregiver status has been 

      reinstated. They all would have liked to have received a formal letter stating that their 
       names have been cleared. 
 
5. The investigation processes as laid out in the Child Youth and Family Caregivers Manual 

have not been carried out in any case.  
      a) The integrity and well-being of the family/whanau group during the process has not been  
          maintained. 
       b) In many cases there has not been a formal meeting to discuss the investigation held 
           within 28 days.  The New Zealand and Family Foster Care Federation has sent reminder 
           letters to CYF after 28 and in some cases 56 days have passed. 
       c) A copy of the preliminary report was not received by some caregivers 
       d) Some caregivers were asked to come to the office for a meeting before receiving the 
           preliminary report. 
       e) Some caregivers never received a visit from social workers 
       f) Caregivers felt uninformed about what was happening and found it difficult to get 
          information 
       g) If the allegation was unfounded, caregivers feel that their reputation is still sullied, 
          especially as they have not received letters clearly stating what their care giving status is. 
6. The support persons have been invaluable to the caregivers during the investigation.   
7. It is essential that the support persons are carefully selected; have time; are experienced 

caregivers; training and refresher courses; good supervision and peer support. 
8. Information about the scheme should be more intensely proliferated 
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