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ABSTRACT
Reunification, or restoration of children from Out-of-Home Care (OOHC) is very rare. Using evidence generated from the New 
South Wales-based Aboriginal-led research Bring them home, keep them home, this paper examines and celebrates the resistance 
and resourcefulness of 20 Aboriginal families who navigated a child protection system designed to separate their children from 
them. Aboriginal families have described the struggle to have their children restored from OOHC following removal as being 
treated as a game, where the child protection system holds all the power, designs the rules which often change and are unclear, 
and operates on an uneven playing field. The findings uncover a variety of strategies families used to keep their families together 
and attempt to succeed in the game. While professionals and practitioners working in the child and family sector are part of the 
system, families identified practical ways that practitioners can play the game to support them by adopting a justice-doing ap-
proach, moving from a punitive role to one of advocacy and activism.

1   |   Introduction

1.1   |   Why Use a Game Analogy When Talking 
About the Child Protection System

During our research and advocacy work with Aboriginal1 fami-
lies, we have often heard their plight of seeking and achieving the 
restoration2 of their children from Out-of-Home Care (OOHC) 
as being treated as a game. This has prompted us to lean into this 
analogy as the focus of this paper. Games are associated with ‘an 
activity that one engages in for amusement or fun.’ (Merriam-
Webster, n.d.). This is not what families are referring to. Rather, 
they are referring to something akin to ‘a physical or mental 

competition conducted according to rules with the participants 
in direct opposition to each other.’ (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). In 
applying this definition to the pattern of social interactions that 
‘play out’ within the child protection system it is important to 
note that this game is not situated on an equal playing field, the 
rules are not clear and accessible to all, and they are open to 
interpretation.

There are two teams in this game: families and the child protec-
tion system. The child protection system in each jurisdiction has 
a different name. The New South Wales (NSW) child protection 
system, where this research is located, is currently named the 
Department of Communities and Justice (DCJ).
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The players in the game include children, families, commu-
nity members and the various practitioners, professionals and 
foster carers working in the child protection sector. Families 
are always the underdog and practitioners/professionals are 
groomed, trained in the language of the child protection sys-
tem and coopted to play for the winning team and hold all 
of the power to dismember families. The winning team is al-
most always the child protection system because they have 
ultimate control of the game: they design the rules (through 
policies, procedures and legislation), own the playing field (co-
lonialised Australia), have abundant resources and power to 
play the game their way (putting more money in the OOHC 
system than in supporting families), move the goal posts 
(changes in case plan goals) and make the goals hard to reach 
(illogical and difficult to follow case plans (NSW DCJ  2024; 
Davis  2019)). There is also little accountability if they cheat 
(fail to uphold their responsibility as model litigants) or 
bend (misrepresent the rules according to their interests) the 
rules of the game (NSW Auditor General  2024; Davis  2019). 
Families start on the losing team, and they are often disadvan-
taged because child protection systems have more players on 
their side, do the scoring (assess, investigate, substantiate and 
produce evidence) and adjudication processes are not trans-
parent in their decision making.

Aboriginal families know too well that it is a losing game, even 
before they are dragged onto the field; even if they do not know 
when the game starts, they soon detect red flags. Without hav-
ing access to the rule book, or having been trained in the lan-
guage used, Aboriginal families and communities understand 
the odds are stacked against them. The insidious weapons used 
in this game, in the name of helping, include racist and deficit-
based assessment tools, responsibilising parents for social ineq-
uities, Western psychological discourses reified by the written 
word to create evidence stacked against families, and coercing 
compliance within the sector through ritualism, arbitrary pro-
cedures, and subjective interpretations of policy and legislation 
(Davis  2019; Jenkins and Tilbury  2024; Libesman et  al.  2024; 
Wright et al. 2024).

This game was designed with a settler colonial agenda under-
pinned by a carceral logic to oppress Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples of this land (Libesman et al. 2024). That 
was the agenda of Indigenous genocide, enacted through forc-
ible child removal. The State assumes the role of legislator, in-
vestigator, judge, and penitentiary. When parents try to learn 
the rules, question the decisions made, and try to get ahead 
of the game, they are labelled as resistant or overly compliant 
(Leigh et al. 2020). In this lose-lose predicament, Aboriginal 
families have developed astute and refined strategies to play 
the game while knowing that no matter what they do it could 
backfire, and the systemic response could be to double down 
and take swift action to take the children and place them into 
State care.

1.2   |   Structural Context for the Game

Important context for this paper is that regardless of how 
strong or assertive a parent seems, or how perceptive or 
knowledgeable they are about the system, and regardless of 

the extent of their support and advocacy team, the system will 
always maintain the power in the game (Braithwaite  2021). 
Aboriginal parents will never have equal footing to the system 
in its current form. If they are successful in getting their chil-
dren back against the odds, they have done so from a position 
of structural inferiority.

Many children in OOHC should not have been removed to begin 
with, and literature to support this claim is emerging with more 
evidence in recent years (Jenkins and Tilbury 2024; Davis 2019; 
Newton et al. 2024). Newton and colleagues found that of the 
1018 NSW Aboriginal children living in OOHC and tracked 
using longitudinal child protection data, about 40% were re-
moved following just one or no substantiated Risk of Significant 
Harm report (2024). This suggests that children were removed 
from their families without adequate and comprehensive prior 
engagement with support services, and instead the decision to 
remove children may be premature and not based on a thorough 
investigation. The same study found that 85% of Aboriginal chil-
dren who enter OOHC will not go home while they are still chil-
dren (Newton et al. 2024). Thus, the system is geared towards 
keeping children in care–counterintuitively to the legislation 
and policies, which state that restoration is the preferred perma-
nency pathway for all families, and particularly for Aboriginal 
children, whose cultural and familial connections should be 
safeguarded through the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle 
(Hermeston 2023).

When the children are ordered into State care or ordered to not 
return home, it is because the ‘house always wins’: the system 
was designed to keep children once removed and sever their re-
lationships with their family (Krakouer 2023). This is both the 
historical legacy and contemporary architecture everyone work-
ing in the child and family sector is working within. We refer 
to ‘architecture’ to describe the intentional creation of a child 
protection sector that is designed to enact State sanctioned vio-
lence. The nature of this architecture is hidden behind a guise 
of white benevolence and saviourism served to ‘protect’ chil-
dren. Consequently, many working in the system uncritically 
perpetuate the institutional harm through both complicit and 
overt means.

1.3   |   Positionality of Authors and Centring 
Advocacy and Resistance in This Paper

This paper is written by Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal re-
searchers and strong advocates for Aboriginal families in 
child protection contexts. BJ is a Wiradjuri woman and lead 
researcher of the Bring them home, keep them home research 
with a background in social work that she uses to agitate for so-
cial justice and change. Kimberly is a non-Aboriginal woman 
who identifies as a settler migrant with Anglo and Indigenous 
Mexican heritage. She worked within one of the Aboriginal 
partner organisations during the fieldwork for this research and 
continues to be a trusted advocate for the families in this study. 
Caitlin is a settler Australian white woman with a background 
in Social Work and Indigenous studies. She works within a peak 
organisation for Aboriginal children and families and strives 
to elevate the voices of Aboriginal people to fight for necessary 
change. Neika is a proud Wodi Wodi and Bundjalung woman 
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and researcher. She is committed to challenging systemic in-
equities and amplifying Aboriginal families' and communities' 
voices. Shantelle is a Boorooberongal woman from the Darug 
nation with lived experience of having her children removed 
and restored. She was a research participant in this project and 
is also a valued colleague, leader and advocate in the child and 
family sector.

Our experience advocating for restorative justice and child 
restoration with these families has been met with many barri-
ers at the system level. In this way, we have experienced how 
the system has played the game with us at that higher level. 
We will not accept playing the game their way any longer. We 
are using our power to bring exposure to the harms perpe-
trated against families and their resistance while navigating 
these systems. This power we have is the power of our re-
search, evidence, and independence from government. We are 
autonomous women, and this research is our resistance; this 
paper is an important part of how we will play the game- our 
way- for those families battling systemic abuse and injustices 
by child protection systems.

In this paper, we use the voices of families as much as possible 
to centre their experiences and expertise, and as Behrendt (2019) 
writes, providing a platform for women to tell their story in their 
own words is a significant part of advocacy work. By embracing 
the game analogy posed by parents, we invite you to witness the 
ingenious ways that Aboriginal families have attempted to nav-
igate a system designed to oppress and separate their children 
from them.

2   |   Method

This paper is based on findings from the Bring them home, keep 
them home research, a large mixed-methods and Aboriginal 
community-based research project in regional NSW, Australia 
(Newton et al. 2024). The research is led by Aboriginal research-
ers in partnership with three Aboriginal Community Controlled 
Organisations (ACCOs) and AbSec, the NSW Aboriginal Child, 
Family and Community Peak Organisation. The research has 
ethics approval from the NSW Aboriginal Health & Medical 
Research Council and UNSW Sydney.

Interviews were conducted with 20 parents of Aboriginal 
children-17 mothers and 3 fathers. 17 parents identified as 
Aboriginal themselves (we interviewed 3 mothers who were 
not Aboriginal). We also interviewed two adult children, both 
of whom were removed from their parents during young child-
hood. Combined, the 20 parents had 70 children at the time of 
interview, all of whom identified as Aboriginal. 43 of these 70 
children had experienced being removed by DCJ.

This paper draws on the interviews of 22 participants from 
20 Aboriginal families conducted between April 2022 and 
August 2023. Participants were recruited through our re-
search partners and one other large non-government organ-
isation. One adult child joined in on her mother's interview, 
and the other adult child wanted to share her story following 
her mother's interview. Interviews followed a semi-structured 
format, though they were led by what participants wanted to 

tell us about their experiences. Interviews lasted between 1 
and 1.5 h, and mostly took place in the family home, with a 
smaller number conducted on the premises of an Aboriginal 
partner organisation and over the phone/video call. The re-
search team has kept in contact with research participants 
following the interviews through online parent gatherings, 
Christmas cards, phone calls and email updates, and support-
ing families through continued advocacy.

All interviews were voice recorded, transcribed, and de-
identified. Transcripts were uploaded to NVivo software and 
coded into themes using a coding framework that was devel-
oped via an iterative process grounded in the interview con-
tent and the interview guide. Authors 1–4 contributed to the 
coding, annotating, and analysis of interviews. Early findings 
were presented and discussed with parents during online par-
ent gatherings in September and November 2023 to test and 
refine our data interpretations, and all authors contributed to 
these discussions.

3   |   Findings

3.1   |   Summary of Families' Circumstances With 
the Child Protection System

At the time of the interviews, 14 of the 20 parents had their chil-
dren restored to them from the NSW OOHC system. Five par-
ents' children were restored relatively soon after their removal 
from short-term or interim care orders. One parent's children 
were restored from a Temporary Care Agreement (TCA), which 
is an order where children are removed through a ‘voluntary’ ar-
rangement for a maximum period of six-months3. There were 14 
parents whose children were placed on long-term orders, with 
7 parents still seeking restoration and 8 parents whose children 
have been restored. In one family, one child had been restored 
while restoration was still in process for their other child. In 5 
of the families where children were still in OOHC, parents have 
given birth to more children and these children were not re-
moved. These figures are illustrated in Figure 1.

In none of the 8 families where children were restored from long-
term orders, did DCJ identify that restoration was a possibility 
for these children. Instead, the Section 904 applications were ini-
tiated when: four parents' children self-placed back in their care 
from the ages of nearly 12 years; an ACCO instigated the process 
for two parents (one of these parents' children self-placed); two 
parents (from one family) commenced legal proceedings inde-
pendently; and in one family, the kinship carer passed away and 
the default placement option was to the children's mother who 
had maintained a close relationship with her children. This sug-
gests that families cannot rely on DCJ to initiate an assessment 
to explore the possibility of restoration for children following 
final orders.

3.2   |   Strategies Families Used to Navigate 
the Child Protection System

Families identified a range of strategies to empower themselves 
and effectively navigate the challenges and obstacles imposed 
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on them by the child protection system to support their case for 
restoration.

3.2.1   |   Strategic Compliance

A significant way that Aboriginal families are navigating child 
protection and court processes to both prevent their children 
being removed, and in trying to get them back, is through a con-
cept we have termed ‘strategic compliance’.

Strategic compliance is when parents go beyond automatically 
following directives from their caseworker, which many partici-
pants call ‘jumping through hoops’, to making a deliberate deci-
sion to act on these ‘hoops’ their own way. This requires parents 
to have some understanding of the way the game is structured, 
without knowing the intricacies of the rules. They identify what 
exactly is being asked of them—even if it does not align with 
their experience of what the problem is—and then predict the 
potential benefits and risks of their potential responses to fulfill-
ing these requirements, particularly in the context of court and 
how they will be perceived as making progress towards their 
restoration goals.

This requires a discernment and deliberation as parents learn 
through trial and error that simply following what DCJ says they 
should do is not necessarily a guarantee that the children will 
be restored. Strategic compliance, in the context of an abusive 
and unaccountable child protection system, overlaps with other 
strategies identified where parents pre-empt the department's 
game plan to take actions that go above and beyond what is de-
cided for them to do. This may include taking the initiative to 
complete tasks and gathering it as evidence to support their case 
at court, as explained by Heavenly.

If they say to do that course, go do two, go do three 
courses, do more than what they ask. If they ask 
you, oh slow down on the drugs, get off the drugs all 

together…If you start showing initiative for yourself 
then they will do more. For example, I started doing 
more activities with my son. I would bring stuff with 
me to do crafts and activities. Most parents, including 
me at first, would rely on [NGO] to do all of that, but 
when I started doing it on my own [NGO] started 
writing that in their reports and it started making me 
obviously look better as a parent. 

(Heavenly)

Maddie exerted strategic compliance by refusing to stop urine 
drug testing. This was both a strategy for demonstrating that she 
was substance-free to support her case for her son's restoration, 
but also so she could stay accountable to herself as Christmas 
was a traumatic and painful time.

They were like, oh, well, you've been clean for so 
long– and you're working, all this, we'll just cut them 
down for you. Then they just stopped giving them to 
me, my urines. I made them start urine-ing me again, 
because coming up to Christmas, as well, you know 
what I mean. 

(Maddie)

Several parents referred to the process of having children re-
moved and seeking restoration as being treated like a ‘game’ by 
caseworkers, referring to the cruelty and lack of compassion that 
parents experienced throughout the ordeal. Parents discovered, 
that ‘playing the game’ was how they could endure and survive 
the cruelty within a system rife with procedural and practice 
inconsistencies and uncertain outcomes.

I suppose in a way for me, to survive it, I had to do 
their game to get the result I've got now. I had to play 
their game, whether it morally sat with me, whether 
it was like breaking my heart to do it, I had to do it, 

FIGURE 1    |    Restoration outcomes for parents participating in the research.
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because that resulted in my kids having me in their 
lives a bit longer. 

(Kalina)

Without being trained in the legal system, parents developed an 
understanding of the weight placed on the evidence provided 
to the court by DCJ. Strategic compliance extended to parents 
gathering their own evidence about their case and interactions 
with their caseworker to demonstrate that they had complied 
with their case plans.

It's all a game and you've just got to be the one to win 
it. That they see it like that, they treat it like that, you 
play it like that. Then once you can do that, you're 
good to go. They don't expect you to, you know what 
I mean? They expect you to keep jumping through 
more hoops and more hoops and more hoops and 
more hoops. But you've already jumped through 
that f*cking hoop. You know what I mean? I jumped 
through enough to the point where they tried making 
me do stuff, I'd be like, but I've already done this. I've 
already done that. Or you said that I only had to do 
this. Just write everything down. Keep a whole journal 
of what you do, child courses, everything. Note spoke 
to this person, house visit this day, urinalysis this day, 
just keep on top of it. 

(Maddie)

Parents gathering their own evidence is an important strategy 
against child protection workers who deliberately mislead the 
court by omitting or misrepresenting evidence.

Always get the notes. Every case note, between 
every meeting with DCJ, every meeting with [your 
caseworker], every visit with your kid; you get every 
single note. They have to send them to you. You say, 
after every visit, I want my notes… it's very important 
that you get those, because if there's something in 
there that you're not aware of, you're not going to find 
out until it's already in the hands of the courts, and 
something could be said really bad and blown out of 
proportion. 

(Maddie)

Parents went so far as voice recording DCJ workers in two dif-
ferent families, as a way of trying to capture evidence that DCJ 
were being dishonest and acting unethically. In both families, 
the decision to record their interactions with caseworkers was 
motivated by fear.

3.2.2   |   Safeguarding Family Relationships

As a family, some feigned compliance to safeguard their rela-
tionships with their children when it became clear that DCJ 
were not supporting parents to maintain relationships with 
their children. Trent and Carly pretended to separate when DCJ 

removed their children because they believed Trent was using 
violence against Carly, even though the couple insisted that he 
had not used violence. This plan was successful, as Carly soon 
had the children returned to her care. Carly was pregnant at the 
time and once the baby was born, Trent had to secretly visit his 
family.

We also came up with a little scheme. I said, look, I bet 
you if I take off for a month, I bet you you're getting 
the kids back. So, I took off for a month and, lo and 
behold, she was actually getting to see them and 
everything…yeah, that was horrible. I was jumping 
the fence, leaving at five o'clock in the morning, jump 
in at 12 o'clock just to spend time with the newborn. 

(Trent)

Kalina's parents, who were the permanent guardians of her chil-
dren, wanted to follow the rules at first, but soon realised it was 
in their family's best interest to let Kalina spend extra time with 
her children.

Everything had to be a secret…The girls were 
programmed. You can't say that you live with your 
mum, but yet my mum and dad never really tried 
to deny me of that. They bent the rules as much as 
they could, and I suppose earlier in the piece, I was 
separated from the girls, which was really hard… 
because mum and dad were just adamant that it had 
to be the way DoCS5 said, and then DoCS started 
showing their true colours, and mum and dad started 
to see through it and started to go, you can go down 
to your mum's now. 

(Kalina)

It was a critical decision for Kalina and her parents to prioritise 
her ongoing connection with her children over complying with 
court-ordered family contact limitations, because when her par-
ents sadly passed away, Kalina was the first option as carer for 
her children as their strong relationship was undeniable.

3.2.3   |   Young People Choosing to Live at Home

At times, families did not feign compliance to safeguard fam-
ily connections; instead, they were openly defiant of ongoing 
harmful casework practices and court decisions that attempted 
to destroy their family. This usually occurred in families where 
children were older. In this research, five young people from 
four families removed themselves from their placements to live 
at home. Alkira and her younger sister started running away 
from OOHC during early adolescence to come back home.

I ran away and I just made myself stay here. They 
said it was too dangerous for me to be on the streets 
and instead of running around chasing me all the 
time, they'd rather just leave me here because it was 
what I wanted and I wasn't in danger being here so 

 18394655, 2025, 3, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ajs4.70027 by E

dith C
ow

an U
niversity, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [15/10/2025]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



871

it was safer for me to be with mum than out on the 
street. 

(Alkira)

Chloe shared a similar experience with her son.

On his 13th birthday he rang me up and told me, 
Mum, if you don't come and get me I'm going to kill 
myself… He was that resourceful that he literally got 
my number out of his grandmother's phone, wrote 
it in one of his school books and went to the local 
McDonalds and asked a stranger if he could use their 
phone to ring me. When I went there and I got him he 
literally just ran up to me and cuddled me. It was the 
best feeling in the world. 

(Chloe)

The knowledge of their own rights was also powerful motiva-
tor for children who desperately wanted to live at home, and 
Sabrina talked about how her daughter learned about her rights 
to choose to live with her.

Violet, herself, self-placed this year, she self-placed. 
She's been very vocal about wanting to come home 
since the day she was removed, the whole way 
through. On her lunchbreaks she was going into 
the library and finding out her own rights. She was 
ringing up about her rights… She waited years, and 
years, and years, and years for the court stuff to 
happen. COVID didn't help…I tried to get the whole 
process happening in 2019 for Violet home. I have not 
had a single court date since. It is now 2023—not one 
single court date. 

(Sabrina)

These quotes illustrate that young people's voices are not heard 
when they want to return home to their parents, even when they 
threaten self-harm and suicide, so instead they must take action 
to get what they need.

3.2.4   |   Resistance, Advocacy and Knowing Your Rights

When we asked parents what advice they would give to families 
going through a similar life experience, all parents talked about 
the importance of not giving up, continuing to fight for their 
children and educating themselves about their rights to protect 
their family against the system.

…go get legal advice straightaway. Because they don't 
give you nothing. There is nothing in place. They 
make you believe that they can do whatever they 
want, and you've got no rights. I still to this day don't 
even know my rights. No one actually has ever told 
me what my rights were at that time and what should 
have happened. That is probably the biggest thing a 

parent in this situation needs to know, is what [DCJ] 
can and can't do, not what they just tell you they're 
allowed to do, because it's not right. 

(Jewel)

This sentiment reinforces all the findings, that parents have no 
choice but to be strategic and even forceful in their interactions 
with child protection services, because they have learnt that 
passively complying and expecting the system to support their 
family's best interests will not get their children home. In many 
situations, parents felt as though the only way for DCJ to listen 
to them and take back some of their power, was to be assertive at 
the risk of being called aggressive or disregulated, as expressed 
by Maddie and Shellie.

They will walk over you. That's why, as much as I 
sound either aggressive or agitated or whatnot, it's 
because I'm showing them that they can't rule me 
and I know my position and I know where I stand 
and whether they think I stand there or not, I f*cking 
know it. 

(Maddie)

Stand up for yourself, you're allowed to push for what 
you want, you're not going to get anywhere if you sit 
there, they'll just walk all over you. You really have to 
speak up even if you don't get anywhere at least you've 
pushed for it. 

(Shellie)

Shellie's point that ‘even if you don't get anywhere’ is critical, 
because it reinforces the very real structural inequality that par-
ents interface when resisting: they are inferior, and oppressed; 
they face the challenge of not only being mothers who have ex-
perienced State sanctioned child abduction, but they are also 
Aboriginal Australians, and subjugated to that colonial violence 
as an added contextual burden in their plight for their child's 
return.

When Chloe's son ran away from his kinship carer's home, 
where he reported years of abusive treatment from his father 
who also lived there, he came home to the safety of his mother. 
When DCJ tried to take him away again, she fought back.

I basically just put my foot down and I said, if you 
try to remove my son I'm literally going to spaz the 
f*ck out and I'm going to fight. I'm literally going 
to physically fight if you try and take my son away 
from me. He doesn't want to be there. He said that. If 
youse take him back there he's going to kill himself. 
Youse aren't taking him back. It took a while but they 
allowed for him to stay with my mum while I tried to 
get custody of him. 

(Chloe)

Chloe had endured years of suffering at the hands of the 
child protection system, who consistently invalidated her as a 
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mother concerned for the safety of her child in OOHC. In the 
end, her son was restored because his abuse was substanti-
ated, and he was old enough to self-place. This example shows 
how children, when old enough yet still so young, have more 
power in decision-making than the women who birthed and 
nurtured them.

Parents' ability to assert their power relied not only on being ed-
ucated about their rights, but also on feeling supported by strong 
and staunch advocates. For example, Shellie talked about her 
engagement and dynamics with DCJ changing when an ACCO 
became involved to support her family.

Now that I have [ACCO] involved, [DCJ are] very 
focused on cultural needs and now they want to do 
restoration, do you know what I mean. It's almost like 
they're intimidated because I actually have someone 
by my side who knows what they're talking about and 
knows they can't push me around anymore sort of 
thing…even the way they talk to me they're starting 
to speak to me like I'm a person and not talk down to 
me. So, it's got a lot better. 

(Shellie)

3.2.5   |   Parent's Advice for Basic Good 
Casework Practice

While we have leaned into this analogy of the interactions that 
play out between Aboriginal families and workers representing 
the child protection system as a game, it is the exact opposite 
in reality. As one parent Krystell comments, ‘They don't under-
stand though, it's not a game, man. It's people's lives’.

Every decision that workers make can have significant life-long 
consequences for families that have transgenerational impact, 
as Chloe clearly explains, ‘removing kids is so traumatic that it 
leaves lifetime scars’. Families raised the importance of workers 
being empathetic and aware of their contributions in causing 
harm through systemic processes.

Just try to feel how you'd feel if that was your world. 
Try to have a bit of understanding. Whether they're 
angry or shut down or whatever, it's all for a reason. 
It's all for a reason, and I think they need to be a bit 
more compassionate or gentle, instead of controlling 
and judgmental. 

(Kalina)

Parents don't want to play the game; they are forced to because 
often caseworkers do not offer genuine help and support, rather 
they are engaging in administrative compliance and feigned be-
nevolence in the guise of support.

You always think that they're judging you and 
looking down on you… So, they're just ticking boxes. 
That's all they did. Tick the boxes, and you don't get 
really support off them saying, look, you're doing 

well, keep going strong, you know what I mean? 
Which would be a lot of help, do you get me, to hear 
that from people that—yeah. Anything like that 
would go a long way. 

(Mitch)

It's like they acted to be on your side to a point where 
they weren't. They weren't on your side at all. They 
were just ticking their boxes. They were following 
policies and procedures and stuff like that, and not 
keeping that reality, sort of thing, in mind. You're 
actually breaking up a family here. You're actually 
separating them. You're taking their kids. 

(Trent)

Many parents felt judged and dehumanised by child protection 
workers, as described by Mia, ‘They look down on you, they 
don't treat you like a human being…I felt judged all the time, and 
like I was not good enough to have my daughter’.

Parents wanted to be treated with dignity, respect, and care. 
This also extended practically to the way workers communi-
cate and include families. Good communication with families 
is clear, frequent, and workers are accessible to families. Parents 
identified that they are often excluded from knowing important 
information about their children while they are in care and are 
not supported to understand restoration policies and processes. 
Parents provided simple advice for workers to improve their 
practice in these areas.

Talk to parents more. Let them know what's 
happening with that child or how they're going. The 
only information they get is maybe once a month. Just 
a little information pack saying, this child is doing this 
and how they're going. That still doesn't answer my 
questions. Involve parents more so we know what's 
going on. We're not getting it second hand. 

(Hazel)

Maddie's advice was simply, ‘work with us and not against us, 
and just stop ignoring every f*cking phone call’. Service provid-
ers also need to ensure they communicate in a way parents can 
understand and that does not leave room for vagueness, misrep-
resentation or ambiguity.

Just to help them understand more what's going on…
Just explain it—like in a normal language that we 
understand because they say all these big words and 
explain it and at the end of it, I think I don't know 
what they mean. 

(Mia)

I find that the way that they talk, you don't get a 
clear answer, you just want to know where it's 
heading, or what to do to get it where you want 
to go… the way that they talk to you, it's like they 
answer your question, but they don't. It's so hard 
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to explain it's like it ticks their box, but you're not 
satisfied with- it manipulates the question. So, I feel 
like communication's a big thing…because it's not 
clear. 

(Shellie)

4   |   Discussion and Implications

4.1   |   The State of Play in Restoration

Like previous literature, this paper has demonstrated that parents 
cannot rely on DCJ and system processes to support them in pre-
venting their child's removal, and indeed, to achieve their child's 
restoration (Newton et al. 2024; Braithwaite 2021). Contrarily, we 
found that it is only once families arm themselves with strategies 
to circumvent the ongoing State-sanctioned violence, that families 
feel more agency to confront the situation and hold on to hope that 
their children will be restored.

The findings identified that it is highly improbable for child 
protection agencies to initiate restoration proceedings follow-
ing permanent final orders, and instead the catalyst for chil-
dren being restored from long-term OOHC is more so related to 
changes in placement, such as a child self-placing or the break-
down of a living situation.

A negative implication with children self-placing to their family 
is that most of these parents had to wait many years until the 
system said their children were old enough to choose to live at 
home. By this time, parents must contend with years of violence, 
disconnection, and picking up the pieces of a family broken by 
the system. Most of the older children in this research who self-
placed or were restored were abused in OOHC. There is no ac-
countability for this injustice.

4.2   |   How Aboriginal Families Play the Game

Through this paper we highlighted how parents referred to 
restoration processes as a game, where the odds were stacked 
against them. In an attempt to win the game—which trans-
lated to keeping their family together and getting their chil-
dren home—parents played the game in a variety of ways: 
they identified patterns in an attempt to understand the hid-
den rules, found ways to call bluff on feigned benevolence, 
and exceeded what was expected of them in the hope that they 
might get ahead of the opposition (the child protection sys-
tem). Other strategies included starting their own evidence-
gathering processes, finding more people- advocates- to join 
their team, and speaking up when the case workers were not 
playing according to their own rules.

We also identified a new concept through this research, ‘stra-
tegic compliance’. Strategic compliance was critical in enabling 
parents to more effectively play the game. This should not be 
confused or misunderstood as disguised compliance. Disguised 
compliance/disguised non-compliance condemns resistance to 
caseworker engagement as a risk to children, perpetrated by 
parents who have been demonised as hostile and deceitful in 
attempting to conceal the deliberate abuse and neglect of their 

children (Leigh et al. 2020; Tuck 2013). This is not the reality 
for many parents. Most families who interface child protection 
systems do so through oversurveillance and visibility due to ra-
cial targeting (Roberts 2023) and biased risk assessment tools, 
that attempt to make predictions on future child abuse and 
harm based on algorithmic measurements and predictive risk 
modelling (Jenkins and Tilbury 2024; Krakouer et al. 2021), and 
caseworker assessments that punish poverty (Pimentel  2018), 
conflate maternal mental health and substance use issues with 
child risk (Roscoe et al. 2018; O'Donnell et al. 2015) and blame 
mothers for gendered violence committed against them (Stewart 
and Arnull 2023). In Australia, 80% of the children reported to 
be at ‘risk of significant harm’, is due to (State defined) child 
neglect and emotional abuse (AIHW 2024). Responses to these 
concerns should be to support struggling families, rather than 
removing children and severing their family relationships.

Strategic compliance celebrates family resistance as a delib-
erate response to State sanctioned violence and oppression 
which uphold parents' dignity and sense of ownership and 
control over the processes to restore their children. Strategic 
compliance enabled parents to feel stronger to use the ‘master's 
tools’ to ‘temporarily beat him at his own game’ (Lorde 1984), 
or to increase their chances of gaining advantage on the un-
equal playing field.

Strategic compliance aligns well with the game analogy. As 
we have demonstrated, parents must meet restoration ‘goals’, 
and parents and family support workers often refer to the 
moving ‘goalposts’ for restoration plans and ‘box-ticking’, and 
‘hoop jumping’ that parents are expected to complete. Indeed, 
we talk about the work of advocates as ‘leveling the playing 
field’ when referring to power-imbalance. Thus, the only way 
parents can effectively play this game, is by being strategic in 
the way they engage with these mandated processes against 
the backdrop of structural inequities and power imbalances, 
where the rules of the game are ambiguous and subject to 
change. Strategic compliance is necessary, because any in-
dication that parents are resisting or not complying, is used 
against them to build a case that they lack the insight or capa-
bility to make the changes that the state perceives is needed. 
A fine balance must be struck, which parents also managed to 
navigate, where they learned when and how to actively push 
back and resist against unreasonable expectations and un-
ethical practices. They learned how to play the game to their 
advantage.

It is important to note that none of the strategies discussed in this 
paper- whether used in isolation or in combination- are guaran-
teed to work. They are simply necessary responses that parents 
have used to protect themselves and their children against sys-
tems that are designed to remove children for the interests of the 
settler colonial agenda.

4.3   |   How Practitioners and Professionals Can 
Play the Game

Practitioners and professionals working within child protection 
systems, particularly those working for the State, are by default 
agents of the State- they are the opposition. Service providers 
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in non-government organisations by extension are also State 
agents because much of their evidence- based models and fund-
ing are sourced from government departments. Those working 
in family preservation and OOHC contexts rely on mandatory 
reporting, surveillance, investigations and assessments, and 
children in OOHC to sustain their employment. Indeed, in NSW 
child protection and OOHC is a multibillion-dollar industry, 
and the costs are only increasing each year, while investment in 
family supports to prevent entries to OOHC and restoration are 
miniscule by comparison (NSW DCJ 2024, 15).

We encourage and invite practitioners and professionals from 
across the sector to abandon a parent-deficit and punishment ap-
proach (Braithwaite and Ivec 2022) and instead engage in acts of 
justice-doing (Reynolds 2019) to subvert the oppressive architec-
ture and interrupt the way the game is played. Pryce (2024) has 
proposed a framework for transforming child protection systems. 
It requires practitioners to move from embodying an agent of the 
State to advocate to activist. This is necessary to reduce the dam-
age done to families under the current rule book. While practi-
tioners may not be able to re-write the rules of the game, they can 
attempt to level the playing field and practice in ways that promote 
dignity and reduce institutional harm. Indeed, while parents in 
this research reported on the overwhelming challenges and bar-
riers at the systemic level, they also acknowledged the power of 
individual practitioners in making a difference to their case, for 
better or worse. This was also identified in similar research which 
identified that parents felt practitioners who advocated for them 
had a significant impact on family inclusion (Davies et al. 2023:5).

We invite practitioners to engage with the following critical 
practice reflections to cultivate a deeper understanding of their 
contributions to State harms against Aboriginal families.

•	 What moves have I made to silence and punish families re-
sisting state sanctioned violence?

•	 How have I been groomed into believing that this is the only 
way to play the game?

•	 Who can join my team to challenge harmful practices?

•	 What western dominant deficit infusing ideas are guiding 
my assumptions about Aboriginal families?

•	 What are the long-term consequences of my actions?

•	 What actions can I take to ensure I do not do it again?

We hope these questions inspire practitioners and professionals 
to consider repositioning themselves in the field as advocates 
and activists at practice and policy levels.

5   |   Conclusion

Illustrating the child protection system as a ‘game’ highlights 
the immaturity and detachment of the system despite the pro-
found, life-altering impacts on families. Families are relegated 
to ‘non-player characters’ in an open-world simulation where 
their choices are restricted, and the violence inflicted on them 
by child protection caseworkers and practitioners—the real 
players of the child protection system—and the game itself are 

inconsequential. The system's predetermined narratives and 
game plans perpetuate cycles of injustice, with every action 
taken to move forward only resetting families back into their as-
signed positions, using the logics of the settler colonial agenda to 
justify that this is how the game is played. The Bring them home, 
keep them home research has amplified the voices of many pre-
viously untold or unrecognised acts of resistance and strategic 
compliance, offering critical insights into how families have 
been forced to navigate and fight against systemic oppression to 
reclaim their rights.
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Endnotes

	1	We respectfully use the term Aboriginal, and at times Indigenous, to 
refer to First Nations peoples in this research and more broadly, as this 
research was conducted in New South Wales (NSW).

	2	We use the term restoration in lieu of reunification as this is the official 
term used in NSW for returning children from statutory Out-of-Home 
Care.

	3	It is important to note that while voluntary, the experience of TCAs 
can feel coercive and involuntary and many report that it is a soft entry 
to statutory orders.

	4	Section  90 of the Child and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 
1998 refers to ‘Rescission and variation of care orders’. Following final 
orders, a Section 90 application must be granted for parents to achieve 
restoration.

	5	A previous name of the NSW child protection department was the 
Department of Community Services (DoCS), and many people still use 
this name.
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