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About us
Family Support Newcastle is a non-government 
incorporated association that has provided services 
to families with children in the Lower Hunter Region 
for 35 years.
  
We have a vision of families flourishing as they raise 
resilient children in a just society.  We optimistically 
pursue this vision by providing services that include:

 • Counselling and individual assistance,   
  either in the home or at a centre
 • Therapeutic group programs with 
  associated child development 
  activities
 • Supported playtime activities
 • Community work  
 • A family centre with a therapeutic   
  community approach
 • Domestic violence services
 • Intensive family preservation 
  services.

We believe that parents have a desire for their 
children to grow up to be good citizens with healthy 
self-esteem and resilience.  We also believe that 
with appropriate support the vast majority of 
families can achieve this.

   

As we work with families we are informed by these 
core values:

 • All people have the ability and right   
               to participate in decision making 
  about their lives, the services that   
  they receive and their community
 • All people must be treated    
  with respect: including honesty, 
  generosity, equity and empathy
 • Open, inclusive, secure and socially   
  just communities are vital to    
  the well-being of all families
 • The social context of a family impacts  
  on children and must be considered   
                           in our work.
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How have we performed

The context of our work

The NSW state government has a priority that 
children, families and communities are safer, 
healthier and more resilient.  There are a number 
of ways that this can be measured.  Because of the 
work that we do, our focus is on the issues that 
relate to children at risk.  One such indicator is the 
number of Risk of Significant Harm reports that 
are made in an region in a particular timeframe as 
described in Figure 1: ROSH reports in Hunter & 
Central Coast (Source: Community Services Annual 
Statistical Report 2012-13). The number of Risk of 
Significant Harm reports has commenced a steady 
climb after an initial drop following the introduction 
of Keep Them Safe reforms in 2010.  While there 
is no annual report for the last two years, the 
quarterly statistical reports indicate that the upward 
trend is continuing.  It is an indicator that life is not 
improving for children at risk in general.

The growing inequity in our society which manifests 
as poverty, housing stress, ill-health and anti-social 
behaviour impacts on parents’ ability to provide for 
their children.  Our inability as a society to respond 
effectively to the complex problems that we are up 
against means that life for marginalised families is 
increasingly difficult.  Children in these families find 
it difficult to thrive and will in their turn be limited in 
their ability to contribute to our society. Housing is 
one significant factor that continues to be dealt with 
as an isolated problem, as if it does not impact on all 
the other challenges that families face.  We still have 
a deplorably low stock of community housing. 

In this context, FSN competes for limited funding 
to provide services to individual families that will 
promote the wellbeing of the children in those 
families.
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Figure 1: Children in ROSH reports in Hunter & Central Coast (Source: 
Community Services Annual Statistical Report 2012-13)



What have we done

Over the past 12 months, FSN has worked with 495 
parents in 441 families providing services of varying 
intensity. 26% of the clients identified as Aboriginal 
or Torres Strait Islander, 19% were of culturally or 
linguistically diverse background.  Forty five parents 
identified as younger than 25.  

We aim to reach the most disadvantaged 
and vulnerable families in our community.  
Approximately 25% of families surveyed this year 
were on a pension or benefit. 

Figure 2: Response to ‘What are you up against?’ 
describes feedback from 253 families who 
completed surveys about their family life.  While 
many families may have more than one stressor, 
we clearly are working with the most vulnerable 
members of our community.  We also ask parents 
about their children’s lives: some of the issues that 
they are up against, such as their own mental health 
issues, drug and alcohol problems, and behavioural 
problems. 

The results of this question are described in Figure 
3: Response to ‘What are your children up against?

Significantly, these clients were able to name many 
resources that they could draw on as they 
tackled their difficulties.  This is described in Figure 
4: Response to ‘What are your strengths?’.  The 
number of families who noted that they had 
experience dealing with difficulties confirms that we 
are mostly working with families who experience 
ongoing hardship.
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Figure 2: Response to ‘What are you up against?’

Figure 3: Response to ‘What are your children up against?

Figure 4: Response to ‘What are your strengths?’



Individual Family Work

Individual family work, usually in the family’s home, 
is a significant aspect of our work.  It is the service 
that is most commonly requested.  This year we 
received 451 referrals. Of these we were able to 
allocate 385 families to a family worker for initial 
assessment.  We were not able to assist 66 families. 

Typically when a family is accepted for service, a 
family worker contacts the family within 7 days from 
the point of acceptance and consults with the family 
about a suitable time and venue to meet.  We meet 
with as many members of the family as possible, 
believing that all members will have valuable 
contributions to make. 

Of course, this may not be possible, particularly if 
the request is from a member of the family who 
may wish to leave domestic violence. 
 
Once we have engaged with the family, we develop 
a plan together.  While this plan is flexible, it does 
guide the work together and helps the family and 
the worker to assess if the service is being helpful.  

Group Programs

Over the year our Family Skills Program provided 
group programs for 172 parents.  These programs 
are mostly provided in collaboration with other 
organisations.  This year we have run several 
mindfulness programs which have had a significant 
impact on participants.  While we most commonly 
provide programs that our staff develop, this year 
we have continued to provide Circle of Security: a 
trademarked program based on attachment theory.  
Our Shark Cage group for women who have escaped 
domestic violence has been very positively received 
with participants describing it as ‘life-changing’ and 
‘life-saving’.  They also noted that it had a significant 
impact on their children’s wellbeing.

Work with refugees through Northern Settlement 
Services has been limited this past year due to 
scheduling conflicts. However, the occasional 
time spent with the group has been very much 
appreciated by the participants, with some beautiful 
moments of parents connecting with their children 
in an easy and informal way.  Conversations over 
the craft activity included the joys and challenges 
of parenting, multi-lingual children and living in a 
different culture.
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 J was referred for support in re-establishing her 
home and family environment after 8 months 
in rehabilitation following the amputation of 
her leg; and in proceeding with a NDIS plan. 
She has two children living with her. There 
were significant delays in the implementation 
of her NDIS plan. Our work together focused 
on validating J’s rights as a consumer and 
identifying pathways for her voice to be heard. 
Persistent advocacy work resulted in meetings 
with the relevant agency, where J was supported 
to voice her concerns. A new plan was devised 
with the agency to address her concerns in a 
timely manner and clear steps for proceeding 
with a complaint. J is also equipped with 
information about the NSW Ombudsman should 
she have problems in the future.

J reflected that she felt respected by FSN worker 
and this was amplified by the worker’s interest in 
J’s concerns and directions for the work together. 



Family Centre

The family centre has been a key place for the 
provision of many of our programs, including 
supported playtime activities, family fun days, 
celebratory activities and a variety of group 
programs. At the beginning of this financial year, 
we stopped providing one of the core activities: low 
key activities that anyone could casually attend. This 
was prompted by declining numbers and concerns 
about the value of the service. As we proceeded to 
review this aspect of the service that we provide, 
funding changes also impacted.

We have had to accept at this stage that it is not 
financially sustainable to keep the centre open as a 
place for casual atendance by clients.

However, we will continue to explore ways in which 
we can provide this type of low-key service that 
meets a need expressed by families.

Playtime Plus

The playtime group, based at our Waratah Family 
Centre, has continued to attract families who are 
socially and economically marginalised.

In providing our playtime activities, we focus on 
activities that enhance parents’ relationships with 
their children while providing developmental 
activities for the children.  During the activities, 
parents are supported by family workers to increase 
their knowledge of their children, develop their 
skills in responding to their children’s growing social

 
awareness and enhance their understanding of child 
development.

The Family Centre provides an ideal setting to 
connect families with other services, parenting 
programs, other staff and community members. This 
year, this has included an opportunity to participate 
in the Circle of Security program. This has assisted 
parents in developing a coherent language and 
shared understanding about responding to children 
within the playgroup setting; and supporting 
parents/grandparents/carers to read and respond 
to their children’s needs through the lens of 
attachment. 

This year, we have also continued the collaboration 
with Family InSight to provide a Stories in The 
Street program at Wallsend Library.  This is an early 
literacy program for preschool-age children. As well 
as providing literacy activities, the setting provides 
opportunities for families to build connections with 
each other and learn about parenting resources, 
local events and support services.  Fifty five parents 
attended this activity over the year. The majority of 
the families have parents born in another country 
and English as a second language.  The program 
has promoted more library visits.  Children and 
parents are singing the English songs at home and 
we have also been learning nursery rhymes in other 
languages.

Newcastle Library has conducted Rock and Rhyme at 
the playtime group over the second half of the year.  
This program supports parents engagement with 
their children through music and movement. 
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Community Outreach 

This year we partnered with the Family Action 
Centre to provide a group program at Hamilton 
South. The program is provided for families with 
pre-school children living in the public housing 
estate. The group is structured to provide a safe 
space for parent-child interaction and play; and 
social interaction between parents and children. 
Activities are purposefully designed to support 
parent-child interaction and child developmental 
needs. Parents are consulted in regard to their 
particular interests and needs, and service providers 
and or university students (through the Family 
Action Centre) are invited to the group to provide 
information requested; and in some situations 
develop links between services and the local 
community. The facilitators have also been able 
to provide information about services and referral 
systems. 
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A mother of Muslim faith and originally from 
an Asian country, was referred by a women’s 
refuge to attend the Circle of Security program 
last year. English is her second language and 
she had escaped, with her two little children 
from an extremely violent partner. She had 
moved from another city to Newcastle for safety 
reasons. When she first attended the centre and 
the group she did not wear her headscarf for 
fear of discrimination and vilification. This was 
something she had already been experiencing 
out in the community. We encouraged her to 
wear her scarf and supported respect from other 
centre participants. 

This mum was invited to attend Playtime and she 
has attended without fail, each week. She walks 
or rides with her two children several kilometres 
each way to attend. In recent months she has 
begun to consult with playtime staff about some 
of the parenting challenges she faces, difficulties 
common to parenting, but nonetheless 
exacerbated by having to do it on her own (all 
her family resides overseas). Playtime staff have 
been able to support her in responding to her 
children’s needs in the group. The staff have also 
supported her with case management services 
being provided from another organisation 



Aboriginal Families 

The service has had funding to provide support to 
Aboriginal families for many years.  We provide 
individual family work and group programs to 
Aboriginal families with one or more children in 
their care aged 0-12.  We have provided service to 
28 families through this program this year.  As well, 
Aboriginal families access mainstream programs 
offered by FSN.  This program was significantly 
impacted this year by funding uncertainty as the 
date for finalisation of the service was continually 
put back by the funders.  It was finalised on the 30th 
June.

Fathers in Families

FSN has always believed that it is important that 
fathers participate in family life; making strong 
connections with their children and participating in 
the decision making about their lives.  It is therefore 
important that we engage with them around the 
issues that their families are dealing with.  We 
provide group programs and family work services 
particularly aimed at men with fathering roles.  This 
year we have provided service to 60 men in this 
project.  As well, we work with men as part of the 
services provided by other projects. 

Families dealing with mental 
health issues

The Headin’ Up program has continued to provide 
particular services to families where a member is 
struggling with mental illness.  In this project we 
provided relatively intensive support including 
weekly home visits and group programs.  Forty one 
families have been assisted through the program 
this year.  

This is another program that was significantly 
impacted by funding uncertainty over this year.  
Initially the program was to cease in December, 
requiring that staff redundancy processes 
commence in August.  However at the last minute, 
funding was extended initially to February and then 
to the June.  This uncertainty made it difficult to 
provide the maximum effective service to families
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Some particular projects

M has 2 children in his care but 2 were removed 
13 years ago. Six years ago he worked with 
us on a heroin addiction and parenting. More 
recently he received further support on regaining 
health, marihuana addiction and standing up to 
self-doubt. Sometime after completing his work 
with us he returned to tell us that he had gained 
5kgs and his health has improved dramatically. 
He had stopped all drugs and re-established 
connection with a daughter who had been 
removed.  He had started volunteering at his 
younger children’s school and was in the process 
of becoming qualified to be an Aboriginal 
Education Worker. He called in to thank us.



in the year. Despite this, we were able to provide 
some short term services to families until the 30th 
June.   

Support for Women Leaving 
Violence

The Staying Home Leaving Violence Project provides 
support to women who want to leave domestic 
violence but maintain stable housing.  The work 
requires close collaboration with police domestic 
violence liaison officers, the domestic violence court 
support service and housing services.  We support 
the women to obtain exclusion orders and provide 
funding to make safety upgrades on their houses.  
We provide case management to facilitate a gradual 
move to economic independence and overcome the 
effects of living with violence. We have provided 
service to 50 women through the program this year, 
compared with 38 last year.  

While the work with women is most rewarding it 
can be frustrated by the discord between family 
law, criminal law and child protection.  It frequently 
leaves women and their children without effective 
protection from violence. Our clients often describe 
feeling like they and their children will be in danger 
or will be significantly penalised whatever option 
they choose – their words are often that they must 
choose ‘the frying pan or the fire’, or that they are 
‘damned if they don’t and damned if they do’.
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E has two boys – T (6 months) N (5). E separated 
from her husband of 13 years earlier this year.  
Abuse experienced during her last pregnancy 
had led to the premature birth of T. Drug use was 
leading to progressively more violence against 
E and N but E has realised that D was always 
abusive and controlling. 

E was assisted to get counselling support and 
consistently supported to understand that she is 
not responsible for the violence or its impact.  

While E was devastated at the loss of her 
marriage, she has been gradually coming to 
terms with this.  She has followed through with 
an AVO and bringing assault charges against 
D.  D has not attempted to contact her.  Her 
confidence has gradually improved and she is 
less likely to blame herself.  She has taken on 
the payment of the mortgage.  She has replaced 
her wedding ring with a ring of her choosing 
and replaced wedding photos with photos of her 
children.  N is now thriving at school.



Intensive Family Support

This year we have continued to provide intensive 
support to families who are at risk of children 
being taken into Out Of Home Care.  The service 
provides focused intervention that responds to 
identified risk factors.  It has a short period of 
intensive contact including out-of-hours telephone 
contact and brokered services.  At the end of the 
intensive support period, the family continues to be 
supported for up to 12 months.  

Over this year we have provided support to 31 
families.  Of these 22 have kept their children in 
their care.  71% of the families who completed 
were assessed as having increased strengths on 
Community Service’s preferred assessment tool.  

These are significant outcomes for these children, 
their families and for the community as a whole.  
Where wellbeing of children can be improved 
by them staying with their families, children 
are happier and do better and the community 
is significantly benefited both in the immediate 
savings on OOHC and the long term outcomes for 
the children as they grow to adulthood. 

What difference have we made?

Two hundred and fifteen feedback surveys were 
received from clients who have completed some 
service from FSN.  This represents 43% of clients 
seen. Figure 5: Feedback about services details the 
response to the statements:

 (1) I am satisfied with the service I have   
  received
 (2) I have been treated well
 (3) The assistance I have received has   
  been helpful
 (4) My knowledge, skills or confidence as  
  a parent has improved
 (5) My children’s lives have improved as  
       a result of the service that I have 
  received
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Figure 5: Feedback about services



Our board

FSN is directed by a hard working Board that 
consists of community members and past or present 
clients of the service.  The Board works closely with 
the CEO to ensure that the organisation is providing
high quality services to families in ways that reflect 
the organisation’s values.  We appreciate their 
collaborative approach to the work and the many 
perspectives they bring.   

Our Volunteers

Resources to support volunteers have been reduced 
this year. None-the-less some clients have continued 
to provide support: gardening, assisting with group 
activities and assisting with children’s activities. This 
stability and good will has been greatly appreciated.

Our funding

FSN received recurring funding of just over $2m 
from a range of state and federal government 
funding programs as described in Figure 6: Funding 
sources.

Over the year we have also received donations 
that have supported our work. In particular we 
acknowledge the significant financial assistance 
that we have received from Microsoft & Connecting 
Up Australia (Formerly Donortec) in the form of IT 
software. 
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How we are supported to do this work

Figure 6: Funding sources



Our staff

At the end of the financial year, we had 17 
permanent staff and seven casual workers 
providing 430 hours of service per week to families.  
Another 7 staff members provide 175 hours of 
administrative, IT and management support per 
week. The combined team has a wide diversity of 
skills and passions that are directed to enhancing 
the wellbeing of children and their families. Staff 
members come from a range of backgrounds – 
cultural, professional, life style and life experiences.  
We are united by a strong commitment to the goals 
and values of the organisation.  We have a rich 
well of good relationships, humour, tenacity and 
generosity to sustain us.  

This has been a challenging year for staff particularly 
in relation to funding uncertainty.  It was difficult 
to lose 5 valued staff because of redundancy as 
a result of funding programs ending.  Cuts to 
funding also impacted on the level of administrative 
support that has been able to be provided.  This 
has been particularly difficult to absorb, since 
similar management and administration expertise is 
needed regardless of the size of an organisation. 
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Highlights and challenges of the year

Highlights this year have been many and varied.   
They include the stories of families overcoming 
obstacles in order to provide for the wellbeing of 
their children.  Some of these have been included 
as small case studies in this document.  But even 
these case studies do not do justice to the resilience 
of families and the value of the relationships that 
we create in order to bring about change in the 
wellbeing of children.  

This year we introduced a new process of assessing 
change in the wellbeing of children in the families 
that we work with.  We have only had a small 
number of families who have been able to complete 
before and after surveys at this stage, but the results 
are promising.  They do indicate that families see 
that the work they do with us makes a difference to 
their lives and the lives of their children.

While the team of workers have experienced 
challenges this year, they have continued to explore 
innovative evidence-informed ways of improving the 
outcomes for children.    

We have continued to improve collaborative 
working relationships with other organisations. We 
are partners in Family Inclusion Strategy Hunter 
and have been involved with the Hunter Women’s 
Collective. As well there are many collaborations to 
provide direct service delivery.

The data team and family workers have been 
challenged by significant changes to funding body 
data requirements.  We rose to the challenge and 
reportedly were the first organisation in Australia to 
be able to perform the required data uploads.

Working with CALD families

As described in Figure 7: Number of ATSI & CALD 
clients (adults & children), the number of culturally 
and linguistically diverse clients receiving service 
has also increased significantly in recent years.  Our 
collaboration with services that work specifically 
with multicultural families has been a contributor to 
this. 
 

Figure 7: Number of ATSI & CALD clients (adults & children)
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Commitment to Indigenous 
Australians

Our commitment to Indigenous Australians informs 
our work.  Over the year we have been reminded 
to reflect on our own cultural background and the 
huge and unspoken privileges that come with being 
white.  In all our services we are looking for ways to 
improve the outcomes for Aboriginal families.  An 
analysis of data from recent years indicates that 
the service has been reaching greater numbers of 
Aboriginal people.  This reflects two improvements: 
we are ensuring that we talk with family members 
about their background and we are engaging with 
more Aboriginal families. The reduction this last 
year shown in Figure 7 results mainly from FSN not 
providing any group programs in collaboration with 
Aboriginal services.    

This year we celebrated NAIDOC by organising an 
exhibition of art from Aboriginal and TSI clients, 
staff and two professional artists who have 
worked with us in recent years.  The exhibition 
was successful and in fact, some art by past or 
present clients was sold.  We hope that it has taken 
us a further step along the path of solid working 
relations with Aboriginal people that are based on 
trustworthiness and honesty.

M & D were young Indigenous parents.  They had 
horrific childhoods and were now experiencing 
mental health and drug and alcohol issues.  
DV was present.  A previous baby had died at 
4 months.  They were referred for intensive 
support at the birth of their new baby.  Their 
history meant that they were highly suspicious of 
services and received support most reluctantly. 
 
The family worker started by validating their 
feelings of mistrust and acknowledging their past 
experiences. Work with the parents started from 
a place of honesty about the concerns and how 
the family felt about them. Enough trust was 
established for them to participate in the family 
work and engage in other activities. Both parents 
attended Circle of Security and counselling at 
Headspace Newcastle. 

By the end of the work, both parents were able 
to say that engagement with the intensive 
program was the best thing that ever happened.  
Their baby has remained in their care and is 
thriving.  D has a fulltime job.  FACS have closed 
their file. 
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Strategic planning

As this report was being written we have been 
doing considerable work to develop a strategic 
plan for the years ahead.  In preparation for this 
we conducted an external stakeholders survey.  
We received feedback from 44 people.  The vast 
majority of the feedback was positive.  However 
there were indications that we need to improve our 
communication processes with other organisations, 
particularly in regard to referrals. Several 
respondents were encouraging us to find ways to 
broaden our reach and find ways to increase our 
advocacy for structural change.
 

Funding

While we were disappointed with the outcomes 
of several funding applications, we are optimistic 
that there will be other opportunities for success.  
There is a degree of uncertainty in the sector as 
we anticipate changes in state funding for services 
to families with children.  The service will need to 
ensure that it is well placed to take on performance 
based funding. 

In conclusion 

We would like to thank all the organisations and 
individuals that have supported our work over the 
past year: funders, donors and other community 
organisations.  In addition we would like to thank all 
the families and friends of board members, staff and 
volunteers who have participated in, or helped with 
our various activities. 

But the biggest thank you is reserved for the clients 
of the service who trust us with their vulnerabilities, 
make changes in their lives and in return enrich our 
lives and their communities.

Looking ahead
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