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Every child deserves an upbringing where they are safe, connected with their 
culture and identity, and supported to thrive, learn, grow and reach their full 
potential.

While our top priority is to stop the need for children entering the out-of-home 
care system, we must also have an effective system in place for times when they 
do.

This is why we are transforming out-of-home care in the Northern Territory to 
provide a system and services that are focused on and responsive to the needs of 
children and young people in care, their families and carers.

To help us achieve this we have created a model that puts children and young people at the centre so they 
feel safe, secure and loved. We are delivering a system that prioritises and increases Aboriginal family/kin and 
foster carers and we are improving wrap around support services for carers, children and young people and 
their families. 

There are more than 1000 children and young people in care, with about 300 new children and young people 
entering the system each year. About 90 per cent of children in care are Aboriginal which is why it is critical 
that the transformed model acknowledges this and incorporates identity, culture and language and recognises 
the need for connection to family and community.

Localised place-based care that is flexible and responsive is essential if we are going to meet the needs of 
Aboriginal children and young people, their families and carers and provide a culturally appropriate service 
that supports children, families, carers and communities. 

Meaningful partnerships must be formed with Aboriginal organisations to support children and families, 
provide culturally respectful services and increase community connections by developing local solutions. 

The new model of care will carefully match children with care-givers and make sure children remain in their 
local community connected to family, country and culture where possible.

Purchased home-based care will be phased-out in preference for family/kin and foster care.

We are committed to transforming the out-of-home care system in the Northern Territory so that children and 
young people in care have a positive experience and go on to achieve positive social, economic and health 
outcomes.

Transforming the out-of-home care model complements our broader reform program across both the child 
protection and youth justice systems to create generational change.

I am confident, that together, we will do all it takes to make sure that children, young people, families and 
communities in the Northern Territory are safe, thriving and connected.

KEN DAVIES

Chief Executive,
Territory Families

Message from the CEO 
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Change is needed to reform and improve the out-of-home care system in the Northern Territory as the current 
model is not meeting the needs of children and young people in care. 

There are about 1080 children and young people in out-of-home care in the Northern Territory. There is 
also an over-representation of Aboriginal children and young people in the system with about 90 per cent of 
children and young people in care identified as being Aboriginal. 

Recognising the need for change, Territory Families engaged Deloitte and worked with the sector to review 
the current model and develop a plan for the critical system changes required to improve out-of-home care in 
the Northern Territory. 

We consulted widely as part of the review to ensure the voices and insights of care-givers, children and young 
people in care, families, Aboriginal organisations, Non-Government Organisations, peak bodies and service 
providers were captured and included in the reform approach. 

The review design approach focused on six key areas including:

1. Service design

2. Service model and program description

3. Financial analysis

4. Procurement approach 

5. Monitoring and evaluation

6. Implementation

Transforming out-of-home care is a significant, complex and multi-faceted reform package that will over time, 
completely change the way out-of-home care services are designed, funded, contracted and delivered. 

It requires reforms to procurement approaches, development and capacity building of the out-of-home 
care sector, with a focus on the Aboriginal-led sector. There will need to be cultural change across 
Territory Families, Government, Non-Government Organisations and the community as well as training and 
development and policy, procedure and service development.

The key elements of the new model of out-of-home-care include:

• Enhancing collaboration with families and young people

• Partnering with community and government

• Establishing supportive systems to deliver out-of-home care services

• Prioritising family/kin care-givers and improved support for all family carers

• Services that are tailored to meet the needs of children and young people in care

• Therapeutic services that are designed to achieve positive outcomes for children and young people in 
care.

Transforming  
Out-of-Home Care



5

children and young people currently  
live in out-of-home care in the 
Northern Territory 

Foster Carers in the  
Northern Territory

90% 285

294

38%

of children and young people in 
care are Aboriginal

Kinship and Family Carers in  
the Northern Territory

of Aboriginal children in care are 
placed with Aboriginal carers

1,080

These reforms provide a new vision for the future experience of children and young people in care and 
identify the system changes required to achieve this. The reform program also delivers on a number of 
recommendations from the Royal Commission into the Protection and Detention of Children in the Northern 
Territory.

Our new model of service reform is ambitious in its scope including the establishment of new services,  
place-based service design, and extensive stakeholder collaboration and engagement.

But it is critical that we provide strong leadership and commitment to implementing the new service design 
through innovation and continuous improvement so that we can ensure the needs of children and young 
people in care are being met and that they have a positive experience where they feel safe, secure and loved.

Implementation of the new model will be staged over three years so we can better support families and 
carers, increase business and operational efficiencies, build service capacity and establish local, place-based 
services. 

Snapshot
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Identity, community and culture are 
three overarching principles that inform 

our model of care - emphasising the 
importance of stability for children and 

young people.

The family is represented at the 
centre, alongside the child. The 

symbols with U and a nulla nulla are 
women while others are men and 

little ones are children.

The family is supported 
by the community - 

which is represented by 
the concentric circles.

The hands represent out 
of home care, which sits 
within the community.

Many people sitting closely 
represents intensive 
overarching support 

provided for families and 
children.

The snake tracks 
lead to reunification, 
family, community, 

permanency, identity 
and culture.

Out-of-Home Care Reform in the 
Northern Territory

Children in out-of-home care placements

Average number of children in placement for 2018-2019

Foster 
care

Kinship 
care

Other 
care

Residential 
care

Purchase  
home-based 

care

302 249 347 114 71 TOTAL
1083

New Service Model
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Our vision for out-of-home care is to have a system and services that are focused on and responsive to the 
needs of children and young people in care. A system that is culturally supportive for Aboriginal children, 
young people and their families, communities and care-givers. A future where care-givers, families and 
communities are well-supported to deliver care to, and meet the needs of children and young people in care.

Children and young people in care will: 

The new model for out-of-home care services in the Northern Territory will aspire to meet both the unique and 
therapeutic needs of children and young people through a service model offering five care options including:

• Family care

• Aboriginal foster care

• Non-Indigenous foster care

• Therapeutic home-based care

• Intensive therapeutic residential care

Our Vision

Be and feel loved, safe and  
cared for

Be able to communicate their  
views and complaints

Have meaningful contact  
with case workers

Be matched in placements 
according to their needs

Be supported to live well when 
leaving care and transitioning to 
independence

Experience safe and  
stable placements

Have positive relationships with family, 
care-givers and other adults

Be connected to their family,  
culture and community

Have access to the services required  
to address their needs including 
therapeutic services
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The new model for out-of-home care can be depicted as a house. The model starts with a roof of cultural 
placement and stability protecting children and young people in care. 

The walls of the house signal the entry points and exit points to care, reunification and community housing 
and support. These walls are connected by intensive family support and care leaver support, highlighting the 
need for continuous and ongoing support across a young person’s life. 

Within the house, family care options are supported by intensive care and training. The house stands on a 
foundation of collaboration and partnerships, supporting services and strong operating systems.
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Care leaver supportIntensive family support

Collaboration and partnerships 
Supporting services

Strong systems

The unique and therapeutic needs of 
children and young people in  

out-of-home care are met

Family care

Intensive care & support

Kinship
care

Aboriginal 
foster care

Non Indigenous 
foster care

Therapeutic  
residential care

Therapeutic  
home based care

Therapeutic  
care training
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Transforming out-of-home care is designed to put children and young people at the centre so we are focused 
on and responsive to their needs, they feel supported and can experience safe, healthy and happy childhoods. 

Listening, hearing and understanding the voices of children, families, care-givers and communities and 
responding to their needs is critical.

Out-of-home care reform initiatives will be more inclusive of children, families, care-givers and communities 
and provide them increased support to be more engaged in the decision-making and care planning of the 
children they look after. Children and young people in care will also have a central voice in their care planning.

Meaningful partnerships will be formed with Aboriginal organisations to engage and support families, provide 
culturally respectful service delivery and advice and increase community connections to develop local 
solutions.

Case management will include a holistic assessment and improved planning processes for young people and 
children to improve placement stability and develop a long-term approach to care for their on-going wellbeing.

We are also implementing new child protection practice management mechanisms including the Signs of 
Safety approach to enable case workers to enhance collaborative care planning and case management.

Signs of Safety is a solution-focused, safety-orientated approach to child protection. It works in partnership 
with families and children and their networks to increase safety and reduce risk and danger by focusing on 
strengths and solutions and integrating them with the family’s expertise and cultural knowledge.

Enhancing Collaboration with  
Families and Young People
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Creating strong and meaningful partnerships with Aboriginal organisations to deliver support and services, 
particularly in remote communities is critical to the transformation of out-of-home care in the Northern Territory.

Under the new model Aboriginal communities and organisations must be engaged as partners to:

Facilitate communication and engagement with families of Aboriginal children and young people in care

Deliver recruitment and retention support services to Aboriginal family/kin and foster carers

Facilitate the development and implementation of cultural care plans

Build partnerships and collaborate with government, non-government service providers and communities to 
improve service planning, delivery and outcomes for children and young people in out-of-home care.

Under the new model we will partner with community organisations to:

• Implement care plans through coordinated service delivery at a regional level

• Work collaboratively across government, non-government and community services to advocate for the 
needs of children, young people and carers

Aboriginal organisations and community partners are often best placed to support children, young people, 
families and communities. They have strong community connections and networks, trusted relationships, 
intimate knowledge of community and can provide culturally respectful services. 

Placed-based service delivery provides for a range of positive and effective outcomes that will improve the 
experience for children and young people in care and their families, care-givers and communities and result in 
children and young people feeling safe, secure and loved. 

Partnering with Community  
and Government
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The new out-of-home care model will improve outcomes for children, young people and families in the 
Northern Territory through early intervention and collaborative service design and implementation.

To achieve this, we will:

• Prioritise reunification and make sure this is accompanied with intensive family support services

• Identify individual needs early to provide timely access to services and de-escalate the need for 
intervention

• Make therapeutic services accessible by all children, young people, families and carers

• Increase service delivery in regional locations

• Partner with community organisations at a regional level to support carers to effectively implement care 
plans

As part of transforming the out-of-home care system we will enhance standards in service delivery through 
implementing legislation, increasing quality assurance, establishing standards and improved data collection. 

To achieve this, we will:

• Build and address quality assurance standards into procurement contracts

• Implement practice support services to coach, mentor and assist case workers, carers and service 
providers to deliver high quality care

• Consider capability and data requirements in the service design

Establishing Supportive Systems  
to Deliver Out-of-Home  
Care Services



Prioritising and increasing the number of Aboriginal family and foster cares is pivotal to transforming the  
out-of-home care system.

Data shows that only about one third of Aboriginal children in care are placed with Aboriginal carers. While the 
demand for out-of-home care is growing, the number of carers in the Northern Territory has declined in the 
last five years. 

Robust evidence shows that children and young people benefit from remaining in home-based settings within 
their community and with people that are part of their kinship and family group. 

Placing children and young people with family/kin and Aboriginal foster carers is our priority. The new  
out-of-home care model prioritises Aboriginal children being placed with Aboriginal carers so they are 
connected to their culture, family and country. It also has a strong focus on services being delivered by or in 
partnership with Aboriginal community organisations.

As part of the reform process, we are investing $5.4 million over four years to increase Aboriginal family care 
including $4.2 million to recruit and support Aboriginal family/kinship and foster carers through the Aboriginal 
Carers Growing up Aboriginal Children grants. Work is already underway across the Northern Territory to 
increase the number of children in out-of-home care placed with Aboriginal kinship and foster carers.  

Key initiatives under this program include:

• Development of a comprehensive, culturally safe, Aboriginal family care service model by Tangentyere 
Council Aboriginal Corporation. The model will enable more Aboriginal children in care to be placed 
with family and Aboriginal foster carers so they can stay with family at home in culturally inclusive and 
appropriate settings. This model will provide a blueprint for implementation across the Northern Territory.

• Implementation of recruitment programs by Ngurratjuta/ Pmara Ntjarra Aboriginal Corporation (NPNAC) 
to attract and retain Aboriginal family/kin and foster carers and improve outcomes for Aboriginal children 
already in care in Central Australia while the broader service design is being developed. 

• Development and implementation of recruitment strategies by Larrakia Nation Aboriginal Corporation to 
attract and retain Aboriginal family/kin and foster carers and improve outcomes for Aboriginal children 
already in care in the Top End while the broader service design is being developed. 

As we work towards more children and young people staying at home with their families, it is essential that 
out-of-home care services are available in communities to meet their individual needs. This includes providing 
access to therapeutic support to children, young people, families and carers. 

To do this, we are partnering with Aboriginal organisations to co-design and deliver services and develop 
local solutions to ensure effective outcomes and positive change to the lives of children in care in remote 
communities.

We are also engaging community organisations to facilitate and improve communication and contact with the 
families of children and young people in care and to develop and implement cultural care plans. 

Prioritising family and foster carers 
Prioritising Family and 
Foster Carers  
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The new out-of-home care model will provide services that are able to meet the unique and varied needs of 
children and young people in care. This includes family care, therapeutic and intensive care services.

Localised care and support services will enable children and young people in care to maintain connection to 
identity, family, community and culture. 

Under the new model, reunification of children and young people is prioritised because we know that children 
and young people do best when raised in a stable family setting. 

Early intervention services, targeted for families, children and young people at risk and experiencing 
vulnerability will be provided earlier. Community organisations will work with families to provide intensive 
family support and coordinate services and engagement. 

While our aim is to keep children with their families, sometimes it is not always possible. When children must 
be removed from their families to ensure their safety, our focus is on keeping siblings together and ensuring 
that children and young people experience positive relationships, care and connections with others.

Community organisations will work with children and young people in care to maintain their connection to 
family, community and culture. They will also work with families and communities to better engage them in the 
out-of-home care system.

Cultural and placement stability is central to the new out-of-home care service design and will be provided 
through:

• Early intervention services prior to care and during care

• Reunification services

• Place-based services that wrap around the child, rather than the child moving to access services

• Therapeutic care being available to all children and young people in care

15

Tailoring Services that Meet the Needs of  
Children and Young People in Care
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Improved wrap-around support services will be provided to children, young people and care-givers through 
the new out-of-home care model to safeguard positive life outcomes for children and young people in care.

Family care, therapeutic care and intensive care services will assist:

• Family care-givers to manage the needs of children and young people in their care

• Families to better address the needs of children and young people in care through having greater 
involvement in decision-making and care planning

• Care-leavers to transition from care to independence or family

A support framework will be established to provide wrap-around support for family care-givers and children so 
they can have a safe, stable and loving home environment.

Wrap-around support services for family and care-givers will include 24/7 support, short breaks and shared 
care, home visits and solid communication and information sharing, ongoing training and professional 
development, adequate financial support and review and peer support networks.

Wrap-around support services for children and young people will be enhanced to provide them with access 
to 24/7 support and advocacy, better placement planning and matching, individual care plans, on-going 
assessment of needs, therapeutic support, increased connection to family, culture and community, financial 
support to pursue interests, care leaver plans and transition support.

Placed-based, localised services that wrap around the child within their family based care setting will be 
applied rather than moving the child around to access services. 

The new model also provides increased support for young people making the transition to independence 
to ensure they understand how to access the support they need and achieve positive social, economic and 
health outcomes, in-line with their peers who have not been engaged in out-of-home care.

Care-leaver support and services will include:

• An ongoing relationship with their carer family and kin family

• On-going care and planning so the young person knows how they will be supported during the transition

• Universal support that is not tied to their education and employment status

• Recognition that young people in care have often experienced trauma and may require additional ongoing 
support to address the impacts

Increasing Wrap-around Support for 
Carers, Children and Young People
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Trauma informed care and specialised support will be available for every child and young person in  
out-of-home care who needs it.

The new model prioritises home-based care above all other forms of out-of-home care. Children and young 
people will have their needs met through home-based placements, preferably with family and in their 
community.

Care-givers will have greater involvement in the care planning and service delivery of therapeutic care. They 
will be provided with therapeutic care training so they are empowered and supported to provide high quality 
care that meets the needs of the child or young person they care for. Training and support will be delivered in 
regional and remote centres. 

Specialised and intensive therapeutic home-based care will be provided for children with complex needs with 
services to be available in regional locations.

Early intervention and improved access to therapeutic support for children in care will reduce placement 
disruptions and breakdowns and enhance family relationships, increase emotional wellbeing, encourage 
greater participation in education and training and support children and young people to achieve better life 
outcomes.  

It also aims to reduce the demand for crisis services by delivering therapeutic and trauma informed support 
to children and young people within their family environment by building the capacity for carers to meet the 
needs of children in the home. 

The new model also includes therapeutic residential care which will provide time-limited services, delivered 
in home-like facilities that accommodate small groups of children and young people. Purchased home-based 
care does not feature in the new model. The transition will be carefully managed to ensure stability for children 
and young people. 

Providing Therapeutic, Trauma 
Informed Care for Every Child
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Transformation of the out-of-home care model will occur over three years to ensure a smooth transition that 
continues to deliver on-going care and service delivery to children, young people and families.

We have developed key milestones to make sure that we are accountable, transparent and deliver on our 
commitment to improve the out-of-home care system in the Northern Territory to provide better life outcomes 
for children and young people in care.

Procurement will be undertaken to acquire new services as part of the reform implementation process 
including family/kinship and foster care recruitment, retention and support and intensive therapeutic 
residential care services.

The procurement approach will focus on achieving:
• Local services

• Meaningful partnerships between service providers and aboriginal community controlled organisations

• Operational and scale efficiencies by bundling services together

• Improved contract and management efficiencies 

• Better outcomes in service delivery and improved responsiveness

Delivering 
the Changes 
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Phase 1
June 2019 – December 2019

Establishing a new out-of-home care contract model, service mix and therapeutic approach

Procurement and implementation of residential care services including the Intensive 
Therapeutic Residential Care Model 

Aboriginal-led Family Carer Scoping and Support Model finalised

Specialised Assessment and Therapeutic Services Model developed 

Procurement of services started

Family/kin carer assessment process finalised

Phase 2
January 2020 – December 2020

Embedding Aboriginal led service delivery and building service capacity

Procurement and implementation of the Family Carer and Support Model

Family and Foster Carer Online Training delivered

Foster Care Service Model developed

Foster Carer Assessment Model and Transition Plan developed

Out-of-home care assessment tool finalised

Aboriginal Family Carer Handbook released

Procurement of family/kin Foster Carer Services

Phase 3
January 2021 – December 2021

Establishing a strong out-of-home care system

Purchased home based cared phased out

The NT Children in Care as our Priority Framework established

Family and Foster Carer App developed

CARE System delivered

Roadmap to Program Delivery




