
Annual Report 2013

A family of fur seals have 
moved into our local area



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 over 30 years.
  
We promote healthy and resilient children and 
young people growing in flourishing families in just 
and strong communities.  We contribute by provid-
ing services that enhance the wellbeing of children, 
their families, individuals and communities.

We provide 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
 • Support to women leaving domestic   
  violence
 • 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 with 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 them and must be considered in   
  our work.
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How we have performed

The context of our work

The NSW state government has a priority that chil-
dren, 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.  As described in Figure 1: Children in Out of 
Home Care in Hunter & Central Coast, the number 
of children in Out of Home Care continues to rise in 
the Hunter.  

Figure 1: Children in Out of Home Care in Hunter & Central 
Coast (Source: Community Services Annual Statistical Reports 
2010-2011 & 2011-2012)

This reflects a state wide trend, which the 
government is keen to reverse.  Additional funding 
across the state has been directed to services that 
may assist.  Similarly the Keep Them Safe reforms 
are directed at improving the outcomes for children 
at risk.

On the other hand, services such as our Family Sup-
port Project have been constrained by limitations on 
the eligibility of clients for the service and the types 
of services that can be provided. As well, we are 
never able to meet the demand.

What we have done

The role that we play is to improve the outcomes for 
the children in families that we are able to engage 
with.  

Over the past 12 months, FSN has worked with 450 
parents in 410 families providing services of 
varying intensity.  Six hundred and thirty six children 
in those families may have been impacted by the 
work that we have done.  

Sixty six of the adult clients identified as 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, 28 of culturally 
or linguistically diverse background.  Twenty four 
parents identified as younger than 25.

We aim to reach the most disadvantaged and 
vulnerable families in our community.  
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Approximately 90% of families surveyed this year 
were on a pension or benefit. Figure 2: Response to 
‘What are you up against?’ shows feedback from 
180 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. 

Figure 2: Response to ‘What are you up against?’

One hundred and sixty five feedback surveys were 
received from clients who have completed some 
service from FSN. Figure 3: Feedback about services, 
details the response to the statements:

 • I am satisfied with the service I have   
   received
 • I have been treated well
 • The assistance I have received has   
  been helpful
 • My knowledge, skills or confidence as  
  a parent has improved

Figure 3: Feedback about services

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.  Unfortunately, 
we are regularly unable to meet all requests for 
individual assistance. Often we are not able to 
provide the necessary intensity of support.

Typically a family worker is allocated the family 
within three weeks from referral and consults with 
the family about a suitable time and venue to meet. 
We aim to meet with as many members of the fam-
ily as possible, believing that all members will have 
valuable contributions to make.  

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.
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Group programs

Over the year our Family Skills Program provided 
group programs for approximately 200 parents and 
children.  These groups are mostly provided in col-
laboration with other organisations.
 

In an environment where there is a growing trend to 
branded parenting programs and an increasing num-
ber of providers, we have strived to maintain a focus 
on providing programs that are flexible and respon-
sive to the needs of the individual participants.  An 
increasing emphasis on reaching Aboriginal families 
has resulted in increased collaboration with Aborigi-
nal agencies.   But as we do this we have become 
aware of the reluctance of some Aboriginal familes 
to participate in group programs where issues and 
difficulties are exposed.  We have been exploring 
less threatening ways of engaging, including through 
art.

Family centre

The family centre is a key place for developing a 
sense of community in our service.  It is a valuable 
opportunity for many families who have been 
isolated to develop an understanding of processes 
that support resilient family and community 
relationships.  The centre operates three days a 
week.  This year we have been settling into the new 
family centre and continuing to grow the possibili-
ties offered by having a family centre that has the 
physical capability to be welcoming, spacious, and 
child and parent friendly.  The children’s area has 
cosy places, space for outdoor activities, interesting 
indoor areas, a great covered deck, sandpit and cub-
by house.  The area works for children of all ages. 

The kitchen has been used extensively and works 
for small cooking classes as well as for catering for 
celebrations and parties.

Many of our local group programs are run from the 
centre. 

Julie has two children.  She has a traumatic life 
story and has attempted suicide several times.  She 
came to the Emotional Wisdom Program to help 
rebuild her relationship with her daughter, Jenny.  
Her daughter was struggling with her own mental 
health. 
Julie has worked at stepping back and being more 
considered in how she communicates with Jenny.  
Jenny has also accessed support.  Julie is seeing her 
daughter improve and there has been more open 
discussion between them about Jenny’s life and 
concerns.  Jenny is taking better care of herself and 
establishing new friendships.  There is less frequent 
contact with the school about her behaviour.  
They are hoping to have more meals together, Julie 
is looking for work.  They both want to be able to 
invite people into their home in the future without 
embarrassment (their current rental accommoda-
tion is dilapidated and in serious need of repair).  
Despite this, Julie has been able to invite another 
group member to her house.  She notes that the 
non-judgemental atmosphere of the program has 
contributed to the rediscovery of her capacity to 
form friendships.  

* Note that family details have been changed to protect the 
privacy of this family.
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Playtime plus

In providing our playtime activities, we focus on ac-
tivities 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. 
 
This year, our Playtime Plus programs have been 
provided in two venues: a community centre at Eler-
more Vale and our family centre.  Parents’ 
participation in the ongoing activities may be casual 
and low key or be part of case managed activities 
designed to achieve particular goals that the 
family has identified.  

Families who attend note the value of learning to 
play with their children. Additionally of course, new 
friendships are made and community 
connections are strengthened.  

Outside the group activity, limited case manage-
ment is provided to support connection with ap-
propriate services and maximise the value of what is 
learnt in the group setting. 

It has been consistently difficult to find a venue in 
the Wallsend area that is inviting and accessible to 
enough families.  Towards the end of this year, we 
began negotiations to change the way we deliver 
the program in this area. We are exploring  

possibilities in collaboration with another organisa-
tion to provide a reading program at the local library 
and devote more resources to providing Circle of 
Security programs at our family centre.

Josie, a single mum with the full time care 
of her 3 year old daughter, Ellie, heard 
about the playtime group from a neigh-
bour. Both Josie and Ellie suffer signifi-
cant physical illnesses; each having been 
hospitalised over the last year. The illness 
affecting Ellie has impacted on her devel-
opment. 
Josie speaks of the big difference the 
group has made in their lives. In particular, 
it is a place where she feels valued and 
not judged. Josie refers to the group as 
her “safety net”, offering a respite from 
the difficulties they face. She notes that 
Ellie has a space to socialise and burn up 
energy. 
Josie attends another playgroup, but she 
prefers the “heart and soul” of the Play-
time space where the expectations of the 
way people should be doesn’t interfere, 
and she can be herself.

* Note that family details have been changed to 
protect the privacy of this family.
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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 73 men 
in this project.  As well, we work with men as part of 
the services provided by other projects.   

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.  This has been 
challenging but rewarding work.  It 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 39 women through this program this year.  
In collaboration with other organisations, we de-
veloped and printed a resource booklet for women 
leaving violence.  It included artwork and stories 
from women and children affected by violence.

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 
provide relatively intensive support including weekly 
home visits and group programs.  Seventy one fami-
lies have been assisted through the program this 
year. 
 
We have continued to provide our Emotional 
Wisdom program based on dialectic behaviour 
therapy principles.  This work has demonstrated 
the value of being able to offer reasonably intensive 
support to families.  It requires considerable 
commitment from participants: regular attendance 
at the group, individual counselling, homework and 
self-reflection.  

07



 Mary and Jo had lost the care of their previous 
child due to neglect and abuse.  They were referred 
to FSN for intensive support.  Both have a diagnosis 
of mild intellectual disability and Jo experiences 
mental health issues.  We worked intensively with 
the family over 18 weeks, providing support and 
skill development around safe sleeping, nutrition, 
hygiene, safety, child development and attachment.  
The worker used visual explanation and social sto-
ries to ensure information was understood.   Ser-
vices from several agencies worked collaboratively.  
During the work, Jo was hospitalised.  Mary was 
able to continue to keep the baby’s safety as a high 
priority.  After the intensive support, we gradu-
ally reduced service to monthly visits.  The child 
is happy and healthy and Community Services no 
longer have safety concerns.

* Note that family details have been changed to protect the 
privacy of this family.  

Aboriginal families 

The service has had funding to provide family 
support services to Aboriginal families for many 
years.  We have provided service to 22 families 
through this program this year.  

As well, Aboriginal families access mainstream 
programs offered by FSN. 
  
We provide individual family work and group 
programs. 

Intensive family support 

This year we have continued to provide intensive 
support to families where children are at risk.  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, brokerage and child care support.  At the 
end of the intensive support period, the family con-
tinues to be supported for up to 12 months.  

Over this year we have completed support with 11 
families.  Of these, 3 have been assessed as hav-
ing increased strengths. We want to improve our 
outcomes with these families, but it is important to 
remember what they are up against and the sig-
nificance of any improvements in the face of these 
odds.
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Our funding

FSN received recurring funding of just over $2m 
from a range of state and federal government 
funding programs and through collaboration as de-
scribed in Figure 4: 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, Google & 
Donortec in the form of IT software and a donation 
from Diggers at Newcastle City which contributed 
to the costs of establishing the outdoor area at our 
family centre.

Figure 4: Funding sources

The support we receive

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 
senior managers to ensure that the organisation is 
providing high quality services to families in ways 
that reflect the organisation’s values.  Senior 
managers appreciate their collaborative approach to 
the work and the many perspectives they bring. 

Our staff

Twenty one permanent staff members and another 
eight casual staff work directly with families and 
children.  Other staff provide administrative, IT and 
management support. 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 always struggle with having too much to do and 
too many good ideas to implement.  We can get 
distracted by the latest ‘fashions’ in family work.  
Immediate pressing needs can also distract us from 
keeping social justice in the forefront of our work.  

We are united by a strong commitment to the goals 
and values of the organisation.  We have a rich well 
of good relationships, humour, passion and 
generosity to sustain us.
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Our volunteers

Families who have been involved with the service 
often become volunteers, helping the service to 
help other families.  Seven clients have helped us in 
this way over the last year.  They have been involved 
in a large range of activities; gardening, shopping, 
playtime activities, food preparation, cleaning, 
administration, welcoming new families to the 
family centre, preparation of the family 
newsletter, facilitating craft groups and meditation 
groups and performing acknowledgement of coun-
try at family centre functions.

Elsie dropped into the family centre after walking 
past several times. She began attending the craft 
group and relaxation days.   She went on to receive 
family work and gradually identified the emotional 
abuse that she was experiencing and the isolation 
that this was creating.
     
One of her children had been diagnosed with       
autism spectrum disorder but the father was       
disbelieving and requiring the child to work harder 
and harder.

Elsie has connected with other supports and en-
rolled the child in a suitable learning environment.  
As she prepares for a life of independence for 
herself and her children, she has also been able to 
establish boundaries for herself and the boys in 
regards to what is acceptable in family relation-
ships.  

Elsie now has a group of friends that meet up regu-
larly. She feels that she is “connected to the outside 
community” 

* Note that family details have been changed to 
protect the privacy of this family. 
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Commitment to Aboriginal 
people

Our commitment to Aboriginal people has contin-
ued to inform our work.  Over the year, we have 
been reminded to reflect on our own cultural back-
ground and the huge and unspoken privilege that 
comes with being a part of the dominant culture.  In 
all our services we are looking for ways to improve 
the outcomes for Aboriginal families.  

This year we have worked with a local artist to have 
the words of our commitment incorporated into a 
piece of art for the family centre.

A new family centre

The highlight of this year has been settling into 
our new family centre.  The centre is being used 
for group programs, counselling, cooking classes, 
playtime activities and family socialising.  It has 
been particularly exciting to see how well it has 
worked for large gatherings where there may be 
50 or 60 adults gathered with children of all ages.  
There are children climbing the walls of the sandpit, 
crowded into the cubby house and riding bikes that 
are far too small for them.  Young children are try-
ing to emulate the bigger ones.  Parents can make 
new acquaintances while watching their children 
having fun, taking risks in a safe setting. When the 
food comes out, there are opportunities to try new 
tastes, compliment the cooks and enjoy each others 
company.

Our new location has also supported new connec-
tions, particularly with the local schools.  

At the same time we have also had to grapple with 
some disappointments around operating the centre.  
It is difficult to staff the centre as well as we would 
like, there are varying views of how it can support 
the best outcomes, and there are the usual chal-
lenges that occur when you have a group of people 
coming together to make a community.    

Highlights & challenges of the year

Our commitment is to:

• Provide a respectful, safe and welcoming  
 environment for Aboriginal and Torres Strait  
 Islander peoples.

• Provide services appropriate to Aboriginal and  
 Torres Strait Islander peoples in consultation  
 with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
 peoples and Aboriginal agencies.

• Proudly and visibly support Aboriginal and 
 Torres Strait Islander rights and openly 
 challenge racism in ourselves and others.

• Develop Aboriginal cultural competence.

• Respectfully learn from Aboriginal and Torres  
 Strait Islander peoples, recognising that this is a  
 life long journey. 

We will regularly and openly measure and review our 
effectiveness in implementing this commitment.
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Collection & analysis of 
evaluative data 

This year has seen huge progress in our ability to 
create reports from the data that we have collected.  
These reports provide feedback about the work that 
we do and inform ongoing development.  Of course 
as the reports have been developed they have in 
their turn pointed to changes in the way that data 
is collected and recorded.   This year we have been 
challenged by the need to integrate the different 
data collection requirements of the various fund-
ing streams into our system.  This continues to be 
a huge challenge as we strive to provide integrated 
service that does not ask the same questions of a 
client many times and does not require excessive 
data entry time.

Looking ahead

This is a time of considerable uncertainty and sig-
nificant funding challenges.  While state and federal 
governments committed to meet the costs of the 
Equal Remuneration Order, the level of supplemen-
tation will fall short of the actual increases in costs.  
Over the coming years as the wage increases are im-
plemented we will be forced to make some difficult 
decisions about staffing levels.

As governments have focused on reducing spending, 
the most disadvantaged members of our society are 
increasingly squeezed.   The challenges of providing 
adequate care for their children are more limited.  
They turn to agencies for assistance but these agen-
cies are facing their own limitations.  

We can get caught up by these pressures and lose 
sight of the bigger picture.  

FSN is fortunate to have a clear vision and a team of 
staff and volunteers who diligently keep this vision 
alive and challenge each other when we may be 
getting off track.  In the coming year we will be re-
viewing our strategic plan to ensure that our vision 
remains vibrant and we are continuing to make the 
difference that we want to make.  

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. 
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All photography in this report is by Nick Hines


