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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 over 30 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 them 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 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.  

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 recent Keep Them Safe 
reforms are directed at improving the outcomes for 
children at risk.  The changes that have been made 
in the Early Intervention and Prevention Program 
have allowed for increased services to those families 
at imminent risk of their children being taken into 
care.  This is a pleasing development.  

This year we accepted additional funding to provide 
intensive support to families in Maitland and 
Newcastle LGAs. On the other hand, services such as 
our Family Support Project have been constrained 
by limitations on the eligibility of clients for the 
service and the types of services that can be 
provided.  

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

What have we done

Our work cannot have a significant impact on out-
comes such as the number of children in OOHC.  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 442 
parents in 382 families providing services of 
varying intensity.  Six hundred and eighteen children 
in those families may have been impacted by the 
work that we have done.  

Forty seven of the adult clients identified as 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, 15 of culturally 
or linguistically diverse background.  Seven parents 
identified as younger than 25.
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We aim to reach the most disadvantaged and 
vulnerable families in our community.  

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 
151 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 twenty eight 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 contacts 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 family 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 programs are mostly provided in 
collaboration with other organisations

In response to suggestions from collaborating 
agencies, we have been offering greater flexibility in 
the structure of group programs: ranging from one

day workshops to 6 week group programs.  As well, 
services asked for programs that could address the 
needs of those parents who would not come to a 
“parenting” group.  We have experimented with 
art-based groups where conversations about 
family life can emerge through the process of art 
and craft activities. Invariably the conversations do 
lead to issues that are pressing such as in a recent 
group where the conversation quickly moved to 
family and community violence, which then 
proceeded to safety plans, the impact of the 
violence on their sense of themselves and on their 
children, and ways of dealing with this impact.  

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 service provision  was disrupted as 
we moved from our old family centre into the new 
family centre at Waratah.  This was a momentous 
process but enormously exciting in its outcomes.  
We now have a family centre which is welcoming, 
has space for a lot of different activities, works well 
for parents and children, has a great kitchen, and 
has the potential for gardening and other outdoor 
activities.  Children can enjoy active outdoor play.  
There are quiet rooms and noisy rooms.  The 
centre is accessible to public transport and there is 
adequate parking as well.  We have built an 
exciting cubby house and a fabulous sand pit 
structure.  Gardening has started.

Sometimes we work with families where the challenges they 
face are immense.  We may work for a number of years. 
 
This is some of the story of Bill and Betty and their 4 children 
aged 2 to 9 years old.  Betty has an intellectual disability and 
speech impediment.  Bill and Betty are both obese.  The three 
eldest children have disabilities and all children have speech 
challenges.   For many years they have lived in a dilapidated 2 
bedroom cottage.   The yard was not secure, the living space 
cluttered and the landlord reluctant to make much needed 
repairs.  

Our work focused on accessing community housing & 
supporting the parents to reduce the risk of the children 
having accidents.  One visit was spent prizing a child’s head 
out of the back of a chair.  There was a lot of support for the 
development of afternoon routines that might reduce the 
chaos and stress of this period of the day. Then the family was 
given an eviction notice.  The parents managed the 
searching through real estate possibilities and the family 
worker did more work to secure community housing.  Two 
days before the due date, the family received notice of a 4 
bedroom house.  Bill and Betty managed the relocation.  Betty 
now walks the children to school, and the eldest boys are now 
able to independently bath.  There are fewer accidents. 

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

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. 
 
This year, our Playtime Plus programs have been 
provided in two venues: a community centre at 
Wallsend 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.  We have been incorporating 
activities from Circles of Security: a program which 
supports parents to look beyond a child’s immediate 
behaviour to the genuine relationship needs. 

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 management is provided to 
support connection with appropriate services and 
maximise the value of what is learnt in the group 
setting.  

In our parenting programs we are always keen to draw on the 
skills and strengths of group members.  At a recent program, 
a participant ran a session on using mood charts, star charts 
and job lists with kids.  She described and demonstrated a 
unique system she had developed for herself and her 2 young 
children, (one of whom has been diagnosed with autism).   
She detailed the benefits she experienced in talking to her 
kids about their emotions, and sharing her mood type with 
her kids.  Facilitating this session, using the whiteboard, in 
front of a group of 7 other parents was a great confidence 
booster for her.

Barry and Jane were two young parents that were referred 
two years ago by Community Services.  They were referred at 
the birth of Jane’s son because her previous two children had 
been taken into care some time previously.   Their previous 
experiences of support had left them isolated and untrusting.  
They had both grown up in foster care.

They started by sporadically attending Playtime Plus.  
Attendance was often interrupted by the need to travel to 
the central coast for access visits with the other two children.   
Family work was added to the service mix and we worked on 
their shared values, agreed parenting styles and hopes for 
their children, how to best support each other and keep good 
communication.  A plan was developed for increased 
supervised access with the children in care with a view to 
possible restoration.   This proceeded and this year the 
parents were supported by Community Services to move to 
the Central Coast and the children were returned to their 
care.  Support services have been established in their local 
community.

* Note that family details have been changed to protect the 
privacy of the clients.  
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Aboriginal families 

The service has had funding to provide family 
support services to Aboriginal families for many 
years.  We have provided service to 19 families (22 
individual clients) through this program this year.  
As well, Aboriginal families access mainstream 
programs offered by FSN. 
  
We provide individual family work and group 
programs including a group based on principles 
of keeping children safe. We also ran an art based 
parenting group. From these groups we have had 
participants become involved in family centre 
activities, decorating and mural designing: 
experiences that they would not previously have 
contemplated.

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 57 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 
provide relatively intensive support including weekly 
home visits and group programs.  One hundred and 
fifty one clients in 73 families 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.  

Some particular projects
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Mary- Ellen was referred to FSN from the Coordinated 
Facilitated Dispute Resolution program.  She and her partner 
have a 2 year old child.  Mary-Ellen was extremely anxious 
and fearful about her ex-partner.  A family worker supported 
her to participate strongly in the mediation despite some 
attempts by her ex-partner to intimidate her.  They started 
with the child having supervised access visits with her father.  
Both parents have since agreed that as time passes and the 
child grows it will be appropriate for the child to progress to 
overnight visits.  They were able to move from fixed and 
polarised positions to one of agreement on what was in the 
best interests of the child.
  
* Note that family details have been changed to protect the 
privacy of the clients.  

Support for women leaving 
violence

The Staying Home Leaving Violence Project is in 
its third year of operation.  It 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. 

Over the past 18 months we have also provided 
support to women leaving abusive relationships 
through a pilot Coordinated Facilitated Dispute 
Resolution program managed by Interrelate. 

This was established to assess the value of providing 
coordinated support so that women leaving abusive 
relationships could still obtain some of the benefits 
of facilitated dispute resolution.   We have been 
heartened by some of the good outcomes although 
it is unlikely that the funding will continue.

Intensive family support 

This year we have commenced a new program 
which provides 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, brokerage and child care 
support.  At the end of the intensive support period, 
the family continues to be supported for up to 12 
months.  We commenced service at the beginning 
of this calendar year and during the six months 
provided support to 6 families.  Of these 2 
proceeded to have their children removed but 4 are 
continuing to improve their parenting and maintain 
the children in their own care.
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Our funding

FSN received recurring funding of just over $2m 
from a range of state and federal government 
funding programs as described 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 & Donortec in the 
form of IT software and a donation from Diggers at 
Newcastle City which contributed to the costs of the 
renovations at the Waratah 
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 are united by a strong 
commitment to the goals and values of the 
organisation.  
 
The work can be a great source of inspiration and 
personal growth as well as heartache.  A strong 
team approach and active collaboration with the 
families that we work with ensures that the 
inspiration outweighs the heartache.  We are most 
rewarded when we can walk alongside parents 
making changes in their lives despite the 
overwhelming odds against them.  Invariably we are 
enriched by this experience.
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Our volunteers

Families who have been involved with the service 
often become volunteers, helping the service to 
help other families.  Nine 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, setting up the new family centre, 
facilitating craft groups and meditation groups and 
performing acknowledgement of country at family 
centre functions.

Gillian is the mother of 3 teenage children.  She had 
a history of attempted suicides and self-harming 
and high alcohol consumption.  She commenced 
the Emotional Wisdom program in 2010.  This was 
interrupted by a series of hospital admissions and 
an extended rehabilitation program.  She returned 
to the Emotional Wisdom program and graduated 
this year.  She continues to be supported by a drug 
and alcohol counsellor and has case management 
support from FSN.  She is now working in part time 
employment, living alcohol free and has not 
self-harmed despite ending the relationship with 
her former partner.  She notes that she feels 
‘liberated and empowered’ and is committed to 
helping her children process the effects of their 
shared history.

* Note that family details have been changed to 
protect the privacy of the clients.  
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Commitment to indigenous 
Australians

In response to concerns voiced by Aboriginal staff, 
we conducted a review of our Indigenous Terms of 
Reference this year.  The review led to the 
development of a Commitment to Indigenous 
Australians.  This was adopted by the Board towards 
the end of the year and has been received by all 
staff as a commitment that they can work with.  
Work will continue on how we will implement the 
commitment and how we can measure our 
improvements in living it.   

A new family centre

The highlight of this year (and at the same time, the 
huge challenge) has been building and moving into 
our newly renovated family centre.  This has been 
the culmination of many years of dreaming, 
planning and preparation.  The process was fraught 
with worries about deadlines and budgets and 
decision making.  But we continued to be sustained 
by the dream and by the enthusiasm of client 
families and the knowledge of the benefits that 
have been achieved even in the inadequate family 
centre of the past.  We continued in our old family 
centre until December 2011, trying to maintain its 
vibrancy while all our enthusiasm was being 
directed to the new centre.  In April this year, we 
re-opened the family centre in the new venue.  Staff, 
families, friends and volunteers worked incredibly 
hard to ensure that from the first day, the centre felt 
warm and inviting.  While we continue to work on 
the setting up of the centre, it has become a great 
place for families to be.  Families are active in the 
creation of good spaces such as cubby houses and 
sand-pits and gardens.  The centre is being used for 
group programs, counselling, cooking classes, 
playtime activities and family socialising.  We have 
used the centre for large gatherings such as our 
NAIDOC celebration.

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

With the family centre completed, there is potential 
for significant engagement with the local 
community through schools, other services and 
neighbours.  We hope that this can occur as we 
continue to develop the garden and grounds of the 
centre.  

As the year ended, Di Hines who has been a senior 
manager of the organisation for more than 30 years 
indicated a desire to step down from the position 
of Chief Executive Officer, but continue her work 
of supporting system development and leadership.   
This has been anticipated and planned for and we 
are hoping for a smooth transition with an existing 
senior manager acting in that role for 12 months
until the organisation is in a better position to make 
a more permanent appointment.

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.   As we built our new family 
centre there were many organisations and 
tradesmen who provided services at discounted 
rates.  This was greatly appreciated and contributes 
to our sense of community goodwill. 
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All photography in the report is of the cubby house and sand pit 
structure at our new Family Centre.


