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Background

The number and proportion of 
Children in Out of Home Care 

(OOHC) in Victoria continues to 
rise (SVA Consulting, pp15-16). 

The Unborn Children Project 
report commissioned by the 

Loddon Area DFFH August 2018.

Improve system responses and 
health and wellbeing outcomes for 
unborn children at risk of serious 

harm from Alcohol and Other 
Drugs, Family Violence, Mental 

Health issues and/or 
Homelessness within the Loddon 

Area. 

Steering Committee 
representing Antenatal and 

Maternal Care services, 
Specialist Community Services, 
Child and Family Services and 

Child Protection. 



Rationale and 
project aims

Growing evidence of the importance of a safe 
intrauterine environment from the earliest stages 
of pregnancy for life-long health outcomes, and of 
the adverse effects on the foetus of severe maternal 
stress during this period.

Unborn phase is critical time for building capacity 
for appropriate caregiving, protective behaviours and 
secure attachment relationships 

Aims:

• To contribute to the development of more 
responsive and coordinated services for vulnerable 
families within the unborn phase 

• To improve outcomes and thereby decrease the 
need for Child Protection (CP) involvement . 



Key Finding

A key finding of this project is that 
practices across the Loddon service 
system have not yet adapted to this 
growing body of knowledge and are 
primarily geared towards supporting a 
safe environment once a baby is born, 
rather than supporting a safe environment 
and building capacity for attachment from 
early pregnancy. 



Recommendations – Unborn Report

• Improving System Responses to the Unborn Child at Risk from Psychosocial Issues 
• Pre-birth Case Conferences 
• Role of Family Services in Unborn Phase
• Orange Door Support for Service Sector 
• Cradle to Kinder Programs 
• Support for Families when a Child is Removed from their Care 
• Family Services Alliance seek funding for a project to explore opportunities for support for parents who have had a child 

removed
• Access to AOD services during Pregnancy
• Homelessness Services
• Identification of Psychosocial Issues 
• Midwifery Services within Medical high-risk model at Bendigo Health 
• Discharge Planning
• Trauma-Informed Responses 
• Appropriate Circumstances for Unborn Reports
• Addressing Identified Gaps in Service Provision 
• Prioritising the Unborn Child within Family Services 



Psycho-social risk assessment and referral tool

• Need for greater psycho-social emphasis to assessment and care

• Need for psycho-social Pathways that are complimentary to obstetric care – worked alone 
side

• Issues with hospital risk tiering and pregnant people being escalated to high-risk hospitals 
without the continuation of psycho-social support. 

• Parents with psycho-social risk taken off country

• Lack of comprehensive history and context - we don’t know what we don’t know ( known 
unknowns, unknown unknowns) 













Learnings from tool development and next steps

• All ages and stages for Housing and local govt – available on phone

• Need for trauma awareness and training

• Need for greater understanding of pregnant and parenting in care 



Pregnant and parenting in care – Literature review themes

• Understand cohort as distinct reproductive health profile.
• Exposure to physical violence encourage contraception and LARC use. Role and use of ecstasy. LARC 

use – why/ why not?
• Factors and attitudes towards current and past pregnancies i.e. why choose to become adolescent 

mother/parent? Attitudes of others (workers/families)
• Distinct reproductive health needs of this cohort vs general population
• Factors leading to contraceptive use or pregnancy i.e. upstream determinants
• Support pregnancy and parenting in care - role of workers in reproductive and other health outcomes 

for this cohort i.e. training for carers and others working with this cohort in understanding relationships, 
sexual health, contraception and conception.

• Fatherhood in care
• Understanding the general experience of female care leavers transitioning from care i.e. Feminist lens 

re female voices and perspectives on overall experience.
• Reduction of isolation and stress for care leaver parents to support parenting i.e. sexual 

violence/violation are concerns



Literature review themes continued…

• Sexual activity and its consequences for children in care

• Clear understanding of pathways re transition and leaving care for young women i.e. pregnant young 
women, fear of services etc.

• Current responses to care leaver pregnancy and parenting i.e. therapeutic responses

• Impact of parenting whilst recovering from trauma and living with a child as result of violence or abuse

• Early pregnancy as indicator of intimate partner violence. i.e. Coercive sex and relationships.

• Role of ambiguous loss in explaining care leaver early parenting and cycle of CP involvement for care 
leavers unable to care for their children.

• Placement instability and impacts on relationships and planning.  Erodes trust, discourages 
attachment. (relationships are only temporary)

• Factors re contraceptive decision making i.e. factors re termination, low risk perception, ambivalence re 
pregnancy.



Literature review themes continued…

• Justice involvement as additional risk factor for unplanned adolescent pregnancy and contraceptive use.  
Mechanisms and contexts re these factors. 

• How do young women who have had contact with or interaction with justice/criminal justice system make 
decisions around contraception? i.e. soft sterilisation and social control, financial motivations, coercive 
counselling, racial profiling

• Age and developmentally appropriate sexual health education re their own development and choices.

• Holistic and comprehensive care planning as early as possible including:
• Support for mother( and father) to settle in placement before birth
• Antenatal and ongoing information and support particularly if risk is identified. Include nutrition , 

lifestyle, drugs, alcohol, safety whilst pregnant, infant and child development, first aid, parenting, life 
skills.

• Parenting peer support groups - Support young women and their babies in leaving care.



Reference group – current focus / next steps

• Where and what sexual and reproductive health, and relationship information, is this cohort 
accessing? What should this information be, who and how, where and when could it best be provided?

• How do we best support this cohort in their parenting? i.e. lived experience 

• How do we upskill residential care workers to support sexual and reproductive health decision making 
for this cohort?

• Who should be providing age, cognitively and developmentally appropriate, health, sex and 
relationship information to this cohort? Who? How often? When? How tracked? Where?

• How do we best connect at point of pregnancy and whilst pregnant to provide support and information. 
What programs? Services? Conversations? In care and post care settings. 

• What is role of Dr’s in schools?

• How do we ensure client voice and codesign in our approaches? Client informed priorities and focus, 
prevention lens, feminist lens



Thank You 

Any questions contact: Annette.toohey@dffh.vic.gov.au or 
Samantha.turner@dffh.vic.gov.au

mailto:Annette.toohey@dffh.vic.gov.au
mailto:Samantha.turner@dffh.vic.gov.au
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