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ABSTRACT 

Foster carers offer an important form of support for vulnerable families who, either 
temporarily or in the longer term, are unable to provide day-to-day care for their children. 
Much has been written from a professional perspective about the qualities which foster 
carers should possess in order to provide good quality care for children and their families, 
but rarely have the views of foster carers themselves been canvassed as to “what makes a 
good foster carer”. This paper will fill a gap in our knowledge by presenting the views of 
115 foster carers interviewed in the Mackay/Whitsunday region in 2002-3. Unlike other 
recent Australian studies with foster carers, this research included relative, Indigenous and 
male carers, as well as the more numerous female General carers. Thus, this paper 
provides a comprehensive view of the shared and diverse ways in which practising foster 
carers in early 21st century regional Australia conceptualise the qualities they feel they 
need to meet the challenges of their role in supporting vulnerable families. Implications for 
education, support and professional supervision will be identified. 
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Introduction 

Foster carers' views of “what makes a good foster carer” are taken from 

comprehensive, semi-structured in-depth interviews held with 115 foster carers in the 

Mackay/Whitsunday region during 2002-2003. Unlike other recent Australian studies with 

foster carers, this research included relative, Indigenous and male carers, as well as the 

more numerous female general carers – both short and long term. 
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This paper describes the shared and different qualities identified by these foster 

carers, and then compares these with qualities described by others, including foster 

children, natural mothers of foster children, front line workers, and social science 'experts'. 

Additionally, foster carers’ views are compared with the qualities included in a scale used 

in the research to rate foster carer role performance scale. This scale (See Appendix 1.) 

was based on one devised in the UK in 1987 (Dando and Minty) but adapted to reflect 

principles in the 1999 Child Protection Act in Queensland and in the Statement of 

Commitment between the Department of Families, Youth and Community Care (now Child 

Safety) and Foster Care Queensland (2001). 

Methods 

In the research interviews foster carers were asked 'What qualities do you think 

foster carers need to possess? That is, what do you think makes a good foster carer – one 

that can meet the needs of a foster child?'  

Most responses included two or three different qualities of good carers, and many 

responses were similar to each other. After collating the most frequent responses, and 

ranking them in order of frequency, we than looked at the qualities specifically identified by 

female and male carers, and by relative and Indigenous carers (see table 1). 

These were then compared to findings from other research as follows:: 

o Wayne Daly's ongoing study about the qualities children and young people in 

foster care think make a good carer,  

o Chris Klease's (2006) research undertaken with six women with children in 

foster care,  

o research in Queensland by Dawn Juratowich and Norm Smith (1996) 

involving 10 foster carers considered to be very good and two family care workers, 

o Jane Thomson’s interviews conducted in 2004 with FSOs (Family Services 

Officers) in the Mackay Whitsunday Region (Thomson in preparation).  

o Anne Butcher's (2005) doctoral research in which academic 'experts' 

describe 'essential and ideal attributes of good foster carers'. 

o qualities described in the Department of Families, Youth and Community 

Care Statement of Commitment with Foster Carers policy (2000), included in the scale 

used to assess foster carer’s role performance (see Appendix 1.), in this paper referred to 

as Departmental Policy. 
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Results 

There is a remarkable concordance with all foster carers in our study about the 

most important qualities of carers. The attribute rated most highly across ALL carers is 

love. This is followed by all carers, although in different orders, by caring, understanding, 

patience and time, and then (for all but relative carers) listening. 

Following these qualities males and females agree on some qualities and disagree 

on others. For example they agree on listening, stability/stable home, tolerance, 

supportive, kindness/kind heart and communication. However women but not men include 

laughter/sense of humour, empathy and compassion, and men, but not women, include 

qualities of staying calm and parenting skills.  

Relative and Indigenous carers are very similar, although relative carers omit but 

Indigenous carers include listening, and laughter/sense of humour. However, relative and 

Indigenous carers agree on the most important qualities. 

When comparing the qualities identified by carers with qualities identified by others, 

the one quality which appears consistently (with the exception of Butcher's academic 

experts and Thomson’s FSOs) is that of caring. Daly's children and young people also 

agree on our four top qualities of love, patience, caring and understanding. Juratowitch 

and Smith's carers and workers do not use the word love as a quality, although they do 

include the somewhat more dispassionate capacity to display affection to children, as well 

as our next three qualities of patience, caring and understanding. They also include other 

qualities highly rated by our carers, of stability, tolerance and communication. 

Butcher's 'experts', Departmental policy, Thomson’s FSOs, as well as Klease's 

mothers, identify quite different qualities, with the exception noted above for the quality of 

caring. Butcher's 'experts' identify skills of listening, taking time, constancy and tolerance 

to ambiguity and difference, and focus on communication skills. They do not mention love, 

patience, caring or understanding (our four top qualities). Klease's mothers also omit love, 

patience and understanding, as does Departmental policy and, indeed, Thomson’s FSOs. 

However, given the challenges for foster carers in providing therapeutic care for children 

and young people who’ve experienced harm, these qualities may capture the essence of 

what is required in the “moment by moment interactions of daily (foster) family life” (Beek 

and Schofield 2006, p1). 

There are some qualities that appear consistently across most studies. Caring, as 

mentioned above is included by all but the experts of Butcher, and communication is 

described by all but Daly's children and young people, and Thomson’s FSOs. Stability, or a 
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stable home, was included by all but Klease's mothers, Daly's children and young people, 

and Thomson’s FSOs.  

Interestingly, relative carers were the only foster carers in our study who 

emphasised child centredness, although this is identified clearly by Juratowitch and 

Smith’s carers. Butcher’s experts, Klease’s mothers and Thomson’s FSOs. However, 

Butcher's experts were the only ones to say that carers should like children. They also said 

that carers should be saints! And, in similar vein, Thomson’s FSOs expected “purity of 

motives” from foster carers – the god’s police ideal, depicted by Summers (1975). Clearly 

this may be an impossibly high expectation but, nonetheless, it is consistent with FSOs’ 

feeling that foster carers should be self sufficient and not need support (Thomson, in 

preparation) - a view totally at odds with research-based foster care theory (AFCA 2001; 

Sinclair, Gibbs and Wilson 2004, Lovatt 2005; Schofield and Beek 2006). 

Thomson’s FSOs also emphasised the need for foster carers to accept restoration 

and not get too attached, and this was reiterated in Departmental policy goals of 

reunification, sustain positive family and cultural identity, and natural parents’ contact and 

involvement. Butcher's experts similarly emphasised the capacity to relate to the child's 

birth family and work towards reunification, and respecting culture and background was 

emphasised by Daly’s children and young people. Strikingly, none of these were 

mentioned as essential qualities by foster carers, although analysis of other parts of the 

foster carer research interviews indicate that empathy with a child’s need for a relationship 

with natural parents in fact is seen as important by about one third of foster carers 

(Thorpe, Klease and Westerhuis 2005) 

Empathy as a quality in relation to children was important for female carers and for 

Klease's natural mothers, but no others. Perhaps, as some recent researchers suggest 

(Toussaint and Webb 2005), empathy is largely a female priority. Increasingly, however, it 

is seen as an important quality for foster carers to develop in relation to both children and 

their natural parents (Grotevant and McRoy 1998, Neil 2002; Thorpe, Klease and 

Westerhuis 2005; Schofield and Beek 2006; Thorpe and Klease 2006). Closely related to 

empathy, compassion was emphasised as a valuable quality by Daly’s children and young 

people, Klease’s mothers, and by female and Indigenous foster carers. Indeed, one long 

term female foster carer captured in a nutshell the importance of empathy and compassion 

when she insisted, “you need to walk in their shoes”. 

Other qualities identified only by Daly’s children and young people were that carers 

should have equal rules for everyone, and should like pets. This latter view is endorsed 

also by foster children and young people in Michelle Moss’ current study (Moss 2006) and 
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the significant role of pets is thus a perspective that warrants further attention in foster care 

practice and research.  

The basics (house, food etc.) were included by all our foster carer groups, but no 

others. Perhaps this is taken for granted by other groups, but a house is a major resource 

provided gratis by foster carers, and the infrastructural savings to the foster care system 

are largely under appreciated. Clearly, the reliance on foster carers’ altruism as volunteers 

is far reaching. Nonetheless, this need not preclude moves to professionalise the fostering 

role, given that many foster carers are more interested in education, training, and inclusion 

as professional colleagues than in remuneration beyond adequate compensation for the 

costs of caring for children and young people (Thorpe 2005; Butcher 2005; Smyth and 

McHugh 2006). 

. 
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Table 1. Carer Qualities [highest ranked in each study] 
quality foster 

carers 
(ranked) 

♀ carers 
(ranked) 

♂ carers 
(ranked) 

relative 
carers 
(ranked) 

indigenous 
carers 
(ranked) 

Juratowitch 
& Smith's 
foster carers 
and workers 

Daly's 
children and 
young 
people 

Klease's 
mothers 

Butcher's 
(academic) 
experts 

Department 
policy 

Thomson’s 
FSOs 

love/loving 1 1 1 1 1 +can display 
affection to 
children 

+     

patience 2 2 4 3 3 + +     
caring 3 4 2 2 2 + + +  +  
understanding 3 3 3 1 4 + +     
time 4 5 5 4 5    + skill   
listening 5 6 7  4    + skill   
stability/stable 
home 

6 6 8 6 4 +personal 
stability 

  +q- constancy maintain adequate 
standards in the 
home 

 

supportive 7 7 8 6 3  +     
the basics 
(house/food etc) 

7 9 6 6 5       

tolerance 7 6 9 4  +   +q-tolerate 
ambiguity and 
difference 

  

kindness/kind 
heart 

8 7 9 5 3   friendly  warm  

communication 8 8 8 6 4 +  + + skill be with, play with 
and talk with 
children 

 

treated as one of 
the family 

8 8 8 6 4  +     

there for them 8 8 8 6 6  +     
safe/secure 9 8 9 6 5    +q- 

communicate 
strength, support 
and stability by 
just the way 
they are 

safety and 
protection 

 
 

calm 9  6 6 6    +q- serene   
laughter/sense of 9 7   6 + fun  +q   
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quality foster 
carers 
(ranked) 

♀ carers 
(ranked) 

♂ carers 
(ranked) 

relative 
carers 
(ranked) 

indigenous 
carers 
(ranked) 

Juratowitch 
& Smith's 
foster carers 
and workers 

Daly's 
children and 
young 
people 

Klease's 
mothers 

Butcher's 
(academic) 
experts 

Department 
policy 

Thomson’s 
FSOs 

humour 
flexible 9 10 7   + 

+able to 
adjust to 
change 
+ willing to 
learn 

  +skill- flexibly 
consistent 
+q 

  

discipline 10 10 8  6     control and 
discipline 
appropriately 

 

commitment 10 10 8   +not give 
up, perseve-
rance 

 + +q   

empathy 10 8      +    
hugs   9  5     affectionate  
parenting skills   7 6 6       
not for $   8  6       
dedication  10 9  6       
compassion  10   6  + +    
not working   7 5        
giving    5        
in their shoes 
child first, child's 
best interests 

 10 9 6  +understand 
and assess 
child's needs 

+ +childcentred +skill act as 
child's advocate 

 Child centred 

non-judgmental, 
accept child for 
who they are 

  9 6        

assertive    6        
energy    6        
good 
mum/dad/parents 

   6        

talking skills    6        
honest   8    +     
sharing   8         
respectful  10 9    + +    
determination   9         



 8

quality foster 
carers 
(ranked) 

♀ carers 
(ranked) 

♂ carers 
(ranked) 

relative 
carers 
(ranked) 

indigenous 
carers 
(ranked) 

Juratowitch 
& Smith's 
foster carers 
and workers 

Daly's 
children and 
young 
people 

Klease's 
mothers 

Butcher's 
(academic) 
experts 

Department 
policy 

Thomson’s 
FSOs 

family, family 
oriented 

  9     nurturing    

low expectations   9         
open-minded/ 
broadminded 

 10     down to 
earth 

approachable    

reunification      accept 
child's 
parents and 
background,  
positive 
attitude 
towards 
child's 
family 

Respects 
culture and 
background  

encourage, 
facilitate, 
maintain 
contact 
work towards 
reunification 
 

 
the capacity to 
relate to the 
child's birth 
family and work 
towards 
reunification 
 

goal of 
reunification 
sustain positive 
family and 
cultural identity 
natural parents 
contact and 
involvement 

accept 
restoration 

attachment      able 

to let go, 

accept pain 
of separation 

  not grabbing  not get too 
attached 

other       likes pets 
doesn’t yell 
at you 
equal rules 
for everyone 
 

 +q- must like 
children 
+q- to be saints 
 

  
 
God's police 
 
 
Self sufficient 
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Discussion  

Presented in tabular form the data collated from the range of stakeholders highlight 

some glaring differences. Foster carers themselves tend to focus closely on the qualities 

and skills essential in using the everyday interactions of family life to heal emotional harm, 

and build trust, self esteem and self confidence –the major challenges identified by 

Schofield and Beek (2006). From this firm foundation, training programs for foster carers 

might readily build advanced levels of skills, using the guidelines usefully developed by 

Beek and Schofield(2006). 

 While other stakeholders certainly don’t overlook the caring qualities needed by 

foster carers, they also place equal emphasis on qualities which support a child or young 

person’s continuing relationship with family and culture and facilitate contact and 

restoration. Strikingly, in the Table, these latter qualities are absent from the rankings of 

foster carers, many of whom tend to see this part of their role as secondary and imposed 

on them by the Department, against their perception of the best interests of the child 

Thorpe, Klease and Westerhuis 2005). Nonetheless, as can be seen in the Table, Daly’s 

children and young people emphasised a need for their culture and background to be 

respected and this is reinforced by the finding, from a recent survey of children in care in 

Queensland, that nearly two thirds expressed a desire to see their family more often (Child 

Guardian 2006, p29). 

Greater attention in foster care training programs should therefore be placed on 

educating foster carers about the identity needs of children and young people and ways in 

which they can foster a child’s continuing involvement with their family and culture. Beek 

and Scholfield’s new training program on Attachment for Foster Care and Adoption (2006) 

includes a section on promoting “positive birth family membership and contact” which 

provides detailed guidance for helping children with a comfortable sense of belonging. 

Given that this is such a challenging area for foster carers, clearly it needs to have a major 

place in education and training for foster carers at all stages through from recruitment, and 

needs to be reinforced repeatedly. 

Central to the Attachment Handbook for Foster Care and Adoption developed by 

Schofield and Beek is a clear recognition of the importance of support in the role of the 

family placement worker (2006, chapter 13), and in the accompanying Training Program 

close attention is given to the “intense and sometimes difficult feelings when dealing with a 

troubled child” (Beek and Schofield 2006, p65). Emotional reactions are seen as an 

inevitable part of the process of connecting with a child but one which a foster carer needs 
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to understand and manage in order to not undermine a child’s trust. As Beek and Schofield 

assert “this is not always an easy process and it is essential to discuss and reflect on 

these areas with a friend, partner or social worker” (2006, p65). 

Clearly there are important implications here for the level of support which should 

be available for foster carers from the foster care system in order for them to care in ways 

which enhance the well being of vulnerable children and young people. Given Thomson’s 

finding that FSOs resent and reject foster carers’ need for support, there is a clear need for 

education and training of FSOs to enhance their understanding of the challenging work 

that is asked of foster carers, the reasonableness of their need for support, and the ways 

in which good support can enhance outcomes for children and young people and their 

families. By the same token, as Thomson reflects, FSOs need support themselves in order 

to be able to assist foster carers with their role (in preparation). 

Despite the Crime and Misconduct Commission Inquiry into the Queensland Foster 

Care system (2004) and the subsequent Blueprint for Reform (Queensland Government 

2004), it would appear that much still needs to be done in order to promote best practice 

and a high quality system. Education and training for foster carers needs to be taken more 

seriously and developed into an accredited system (Butcher 2005), support and 

supervision for foster carers needs to be valued more highly (Lovatt 2005, Ingram 2005), 

and calls for recognising foster care as a professional role need to be heeded (Thorpe 

2005). Equally, closer attention needs to be given to enabling child protection workers to 

provide a quality support service for foster carers (Schofield and Beek 2006).  

While the vision for an improved foster care system has yet to be realised fully, the 

evidence base for reform, including this paper, is becoming firm and compelling. 
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APPENDIX 1. Foster Carer Role Performance Criteria 
Dando and Minty (1987)  BJSW 17(3) JCU/DOF (2001) 

1. Agency-Role Understanding 
 
(1) Ability to cope with possible impermanence 
 
(2) Capacity to cope with the legal ramifications of looking after 

a child who is in care 
 
(3) Capacity to cope with natural parents 
 
(4) Ability to cope with social work involvement over a 

number of years 
 
2. Basic Child Care 
(1) Being warm and affectionate 
(2) Capacity to be with, play with and talk to children 
 
(3) Capacity to control and discipline children appropriately
 
(4) Maintaining adequate standards within the home 
 
3. Special Capacities 
(1) Capacity to handle the child’s identity difficulties 
(2) Capacity to cope with discrepancies between chronological 

age and “developmental age” in a child 
(3) Capacity to help a child vis-à-vis natural parents 
(4) Being able to communicate with withdrawn and difficult 

children using insight and tolerance 
 

1. Understanding and Acceptance of the Foster Caring role agreed by 
QDOF and FPAQ 

(1) Ability to accept the legal and bureaucratic ramifications of looking after a child 
who is in care, including the maintenance of confidentiality 

(2) Ability to accept the ongoing involvement of Family Service Officers and 
Shared Care Workers, and to work as a team member using support and 
training opportunities appropriately 

(3) Ability to accept possible impermanence and to support the goal of 
reunification (wherever possible) 

(4) Ability to accept natural parents’ continued involvement in their child’s life 
 
2. Provision of Basic Child Care 
(1) Ability to be warm, caring and affectionate 
(2) Ability to be with, play with, and talk with children in ways which 

contribute to the child’s positive self-regard 
(3) Ability to control and discipline children appropriately, using methods 

approved by QDOF 
(4) Ability to maintain adequate standards in the home to promote safety and 

protection, health, growth and development, community participation 
 
3. Provision of Additional Care needed by foster children 
(1) Ability to support a child in sustaining a positive family and cultural identity 
(2) Ability to support a child in relation to natural parents’ contact and 

involvement in a way that is safe and non-threatening 
(3) Ability to work positively in living with and addressing aspects of a child’s 

developmental delay (emotional, social, intellectual, physical etc) 
(4) Ability to cope with a range of challenging behaviours, using insight and 

tolerance 

 


