
 

Summary of Research Findings 

PHASE 2: INTERVIEWS & FOCUS 
GROUPS

Beyond Safety…



Background 

This research aims to strengthen knowledge, policy and practice concerning ‘child safe’ 
organisations by examining the role of ethical practice in improving children and young 
people’s safety and wellbeing.  

Beyond important and appropriate governance, policy and procedural responses, little is 
known about what constitutes ethical practice with children and young people, nor how this 
contributes to cultural conditions that promote their safety and wellbeing. This research seeks 
to address this gap and, in so doing, help Australia’s efforts at building and sustaining 
organisational cultures conducive to preventing, detecting and responding to poor treatment 
of children. 

The findings will help improve child safety in organisational settings in schools,  
out-of-home care (specifically residential care) and the disability sector.

What did the research involve? 

The study was undertaken in four phases:

Phase 3: Online Survey
A quantitative (online survey) phase to 
test the findings of Phase 2 with a larger 
sample of children and practitioners in a 
wider range of education, residential 
care and disability settings. 

Phase 4: Knowledge Exchange

A knowledge exchange phase to 
guide resource and policy 
development and support professional 
learning in a range of settings.

Phase 1: Policy Analysis

A detailed comparative policy analysis 
reviewing current child safe discourse 
in relevant policy documents and 
practice guidelines (n=118) from 
different international jurisdictions, 
namely, Australia, New Zealand, UK 
and Ireland.

Throughout each of the phases of the study, the research team is being guided by a young 
people’s advisory group (YPAG) and an adult project advisory group (PAG).  

This document provides a brief summary of the Phase 2 interviews and focus groups. 

Phase 2: InterviewsA qualitative phase involving interviews 
with children, young people, 
practitioners and managers in nine 
organisations (across schools, 
residential care and disability settings) 
to explore understandings and 
experiences of ethical practice.



 
What was involved in Phase 2 of the research? 

Phase 2 investigated the following research question:

How do children and practitioners in different institutional settings 
understand and experience ‘ethical’ practice with regard to 
children’s safety and wellbeing, and what do they perceive to be the 
enablers and barriers?

RQ
The phase involved:

Locations

• 2 Metropolitan areas 
(Melbourne & Adelaide) 

• 2 regional areas (Northern NSW 
& Limestone Coast, SA)

4

… …79 Children & 
Young People

• 14 from primary schools 
• 42 from secondary schools 
• 13 from disability services 
• 10 in residential care

33
One manager and two 
members of staff from 
each organisation

Members of Staff

Organisations

• Primary & secondary schools 
• Disability services 
• Residential care services

11

The children and young people were involved in either focus groups or interviews and the 
adult participants were interviewed. The focus groups and interviews employed creative, age-
appropriate methods to explore:  

•Practices that help children and young people to feel happy, safe and well; 

• Understandings and experiences of ethical practice and ethical decision-making; 

•Enablers and barriers to ethical practice;  

•Elements most closely linked to child safety and wellbeing.



What did we find out? 

The findings from the Phase 2 analysis highlight    8   enablers of ethical practice.

When the children and young people’s views were compared to those of the adult participants, 
there were some differences regarding which enablers were most emphasised, as this graph 
shows:
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        Relationships 
Staff are supported to build positive 
relationships with children based on 
mutual respect and trust.

         Voice & Agency 
Children are encouraged to 
voice their opinions and 
contribute to, and 
influence, decisions.

         Respect & 
Recognition 
Staff convey interest and 
respect towards young 
people, for who they are as 
human beings and their 
associated rights.

         Equality, Fairness and Inclusiveness 
Children and young people are treated equally, fairly 
and inclusively.

          Values & 
Aptitude 
Staff demonstrate 
personal qualities 
suited to working 
effectively with children 
and young people.

          Organisational Culture 
& Leadership 
The setting fosters an authentic 
child-centred culture.

          Reflexivity 
Staff are supported to manage 
and critically reflect on ethical 
challenges.

Ethical 
Practice

          Organisational Compliance 
The organisational setting demonstrates a 
commitment to its legal and compliance obligations.



 
The Phase 2 findings also highlighted   10  barriers to ethical practice.  

(N.B. Some elements - most notably organisational compliance and organisational culture 
- were identified as both enablers and barriers.)

Again, when the children and young people’s views were compared with the adults’ 
views, there were some differences regarding the key barriers to ethical practice. As the 
graph below highlights, there was greater incongruity between the two participant 
groups regarding barriers than for the enablers.

The differences in viewpoints between the two participant groups are important. These 
indicate key areas to direct change and improvement efforts. In particular, the 
predominant enablers and barriers raised by children and young people may offer 
opportunities for strengthening ethical practice achievable within current organisational 
and compliance constraints. 
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Be

Sector Differences
The insights from children, young people and adults combined were also compared by 
sector (schools, disability services, residential care settings). These comparisons 
highlighted some sector-level differences regarding both enablers and barriers. 

Where to next?
The enablers and barriers identified in Phase 2 will now be tested with a larger 
sample of young people and adults in a wider range of education, residential care 
and disability settings via an online survey. The survey will help to identify which 
ethical practices are most positively associated with safety and wellbeing. 

For more information or to express interest in participating in the Phase 3 survey 
please contact the lead investigator, Professor Anne Graham: 
anne.graham@scu.edu.au

Voice, agency and empowerment, 
along with relationships were the 
most emphasised enablers in this 

sector.

Disability 
Sector

Organisational compliance and 
systemic issues were the key barriers 

raised in this sector.

School 
Sector

Discussions in schools were fairly 
evenly spread across the 10 barriers, 
but lack of trusting relationships and 

behaviour management were the 
most emphasised.

Organisational culture and 
leadership emerged particularly 
strongly in schools, followed by 

relationships.

Residential 
Care Sector

Organisational compliance and lack 
of voice / autonomy emerged 

strongly as the main barriers in the 
residential care sector.

Organisational culture and 
leadership as well as relationships 

were the most emphasised enablers 
in this sector.

The nuances within and between the sectors, along with those of the different stakeholders, are 
detailed further in the full research report.

mailto:anne.graham@scu.edu.au


For further information about this project 
please contact: 

Professor Anne Graham 
Centre for Children and Young People 

Southern Cross University 
E: anne.graham@scu.edu.au
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