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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 almost 40 years.
We have a vision of families flourishing as they raise
resilient children in a just society. We pursue this
vision by providing services that include:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Therapeutic individual assistance, 			
either in the home or at one of our 			
centres
Therapeutic group programs with 			
associated child development
activities
Supported playtime activities
Community work
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.
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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. The relationship we 		
create is fundamental to the work
Open, equal, inclusive, secure and socially 		
just communities are vital to the
wellbeing of all children
The social context of a family impacts 		
on children and must be considered in 		
our work
A gendered analysis of relationships 			
and culture should provide guidance 		
for the work that we do with families
Our commitment to address the impact of 		
colonisation on us all.

The context of our work

2.

Ensure that we continue to be a values 		
based service
Improve our data management system
Improve our organisation culture
Improve the organisation’s viability
Improve our ability to hear from 			
families and be informed by their input.

3.
4.
We provide our services in a context where there is
5.
growing inequality between the most disadvantaged
6.
and the most advantaged members of our society.
We believe that this is ultimately harmful to
everyone including the most advantaged and that
Strategic Direction 1: Improve our
the structural disadvantage that is experienced
by the families that we come into contact with
ability to provide a diversity of
must be addressed to make lasting and significant
effective services
differences to the outcomes for our most vulnerable
children.
We provide a diversity of services and believe that
this diversity is valuable for the families that we
The families that we work with are more stretched
work with. It means that we are able to provide
than ever before. Affordable housing is virtually
an integrated service with inputs that are tailored
non-existent. Domestic and family violence is
to the needs of the family. Unfortunately, we are
significantly impacting the lives of large numbers
still not able to meet the needs of all families who
of mothers and their children. Income support for
those who have limited abilities to participate in the request assistance.
work force is mean and the associated conditions
The service system around families is changing. The
and penalties demeaning and draconian.
rollout of the NDIS has had a significant impact on
The Hunter is known to have the highest number of families and the services that assist them. Many
families have been positively impacted but others
children entering Out of Home Care in NSW.
have been affected by the lack of services for
children who do not have a plan. As well disability
Making a difference
services have had to change the way in which they
provide service – to adopt a very business-like
In this context we have developed a new strategic
model of working. Family support services have had
plan for the next five years. We have set ourselves
to be responsive to these changes.
the following directions for improvement that will
affect the outcomes for children in families that we
FSN and the sector in general is grappling with
work with:
how to effectively respond to domestic and family
1.

Improve our ability to provide a diversity of 		
effective services

violence in the context where there are child
protection issues and the person using violence is
still living in the family home.
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The tasks we have set ourselves
We will:
•
•

•

•
•

Improve collaboration and communication 		
with other services
Develop a clearly articulated organisation 		
practice model and violence position paper
to ensure consistency of service across 		
programs
Improve employment processes, staff 		
training opportunities and processes 		
that promote research, transparency, 		
reflection and ongoing development
Ensure that family workers are familiar 		
with the NDIS scheme and how families may
be supported to access it
Monitor the impact of NDIS on families who
are not eligible and ensure that 			
this information is shared to contribute to 		
future improvements

We aim to reach the most disadvantaged and
vulnerable families in our community. One hundred
and forty four clients out of 233 (61%) who provided
their personal information were on a pension
or benefit. Figure1: Response to ‘What are you
up against?’ describes feedback from these 233
clients 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.

What we have achieved

04

Over the past 12 months, FSN has worked
individually or in therapeutic or educational
group settings with 367 parents and 288 children
in 373 families providing services of varying
intensity. There were a total of 547 children in
those families. One hundred and fifty six (23%)
of the clients identified as Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander, 39 (6%) of culturally or linguistically
diverse background. Forty-one parents identified
as younger than 25. These figures do not include
participants in community outreach activities such
as Stories in the Street.

Figure 1: Response to ‘What are you 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 2:
Response to ‘What are your strengths?’. We ask
families about the following strengths:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Experience dealing with hardship
Determination
Beliefs
Sources of inspiration
Sense of humour
Hope.

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 362 new referrals for individual assistance.
Of these we were able to allocate 313 (86%) families
to a family worker for initial assessment. We were
not able to assist 49 (14%) of the families.

Group programs
Over the year we provided group programs for 222
adults. These programs are mostly provided in
collaboration with other organisations. We work
closely with the other service to provide tailored
programs.

Playtime Plus
Figure 2: 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.

As we provide 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.
Our playgroup, has continued to attract families
who are socially and economically marginalised.
Forty three parents have participated over the year.
Families find it welcoming, their children enjoy it
and the warmth, knowledge and support of the staff
are regularly commented on.

05

Community Outreach

The difference we have made

This year, we have continued the collaboration with
Family InSight to provide a Stories in The Street
program at Wallsend. 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. Approximately
100 parents attended this activity over the year.
The majority of the families have parents born in
another country and English as a second language.

This year we changed the feedback questions
that we asked. One hundred and thirteen new
feedback surveys were received from clients who
have completed some service from FSN. Figure 3:
Feedback about services details the response to the
statements:

We have partnered with the Family Action Centre
to provide a group program at Hamilton South.
The program is provided for families with preschool 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.

5.

1.
2.
3.
4.

6.
7.
8.

I would recommend the service to others
I have been listened to and understood
Our circumstances have improved
I have improved connections in my 			
community
My children have noticed a difference in my 		
parenting
I have learnt new skills for parenting
Things are getting better for me and my 		
children
I know where to get help for me and my 		
children.

We also partner with Hamilton Baptist Church
to provide a breakfast gathering for men in the
Hamilton South housing estate.
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Figure 3: Feedback about services

Strategic Direction 2: Ensure that we
continue to be a values based service
FSN is an organisation that takes a values stand
and provides services from this position. As the
organisation evolves/grows, we want to ensure that
we continue to be a values directed service: that any
changes or growth are from this position. To help
us keep on track, we plan to regularly review our
implementation of our values with board members
and staff members.

The tasks we have set ourselves
•
•
•
•

Develop our skills to work effectively from a 		
gendered perspective around domestic and 		
family violence
Develop and implement an Organisation 		
Practice Model and associated project 		
practice models
Improve our consultation and 			
communication with staff and families
Create regular opportunities for reflection on
organisation values and practice model.

We have had four days of organisation training
in working where violence is present. These
workshops have been solidly embedded in
organisation values relating to patriarchy, power and
privilege. Workers have become more competent
and confident talking with clients about violence
and we are seeing some positive outcomes from
this. In our staff wellbeing survey in July, 89% of
staff who responded believed that we are true to
our values.

Strategic Direction 3: Improve our
Data Management System
FSN has an in-house developed data system which
has considerable flexibility to respond to emerging
needs and provide excellent data about the work
that we do. It also supports our reporting to
funding bodies, enabling fast upload of required
data. However over the time of its development, it
has been perceived to take considerable resources
and deliver limited advantages.

What have we achieved
This year we completed our Organisation Practice
Model. This document informs us in an ongoing
way about our values and the processes that we
believe are compatible with those values and
achieving good outcomes. It has been formally
adopted by the board and all staff and has informed
the development of models of working in each of
the funded projects.
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The tasks we have set ourselves
•
•
•
•
•

Refine the tools that assist family workers
to find and complete the necessary data 		
forms for input into the database
Develop apps for ease of data entry
including from mobile devices
Conduct a systematic review of all data 		
requirements to assess value of data against
its ‘costs’
Simplification of the relationships between 		
entities in the database
Make better use of the data that we have 		
gathered for supporting service delivery, 		
evaluation and research.

Strategic Direction 4: Improve the
organisation’s viability
FSN received recurring funding of $1.85m from
a range of state and federal government funding
programs as described in Figure 4: Funding sources
Over the year we have also received private
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 occasional
donations from past or present clients who have
benefited from the service.

What have we achieved
Over the year we have focussed on making the
system simpler, ensuring that all staff are able to
enter their own data, developing apps to make
data entry simpler and developing reports that are
valuable to staff and management. As well, we have
been able to respond to staff requests for new or
modified reports from the data. We have developed
some new wizards to facilitate easier data entry.
At the end of the year, we have embarked on a
strategic review of our client information system
options.
Notably, data management is no longer commented
on as a source of stress in staff feedback. All staff
who need to interact with the data system are
reporting that our processes are improving and
greater numbers are reporting that it is helpful.
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Figure 4: Funding sources

We are aware that our organisation would be
more viable and possibly more efficient if our
annual income was higher. We plan to grow our
organisation over the next 5 years. We continue to
apply for appropriate funding streams and are now

well placed to explore possibilities for tapping into
philanthropic funding. While the organisation
funding this year is higher than last year’s, this is
only because we received two years of additional
funding for the SHLV project in the one year. This
funding boost is limited to three years.

feeling confident to share their work or engage in
robust or reflective conversations. We are turning
this around.

The tasks we have set ourselves
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

Figure 5: Organisation funding over time

Strategic Direction 5: Improve our
organisation culture
Family work cannot be done effectively by workers
who are isolated from a team. We know that the
basis of good family work is good relationships.
Parallel practice requires that workers have
supportive relationships with their peers and
leaders. Relationships that are based on a spirit of
curiosity and goodwill and confidence that leaders
are performing their roles managing accountability
and performance requirements contribute to
effective work.
In recent years there has been disquiet about our
work relationships that have led to people not

f)

Make better use of surveys to canvas staff, 		
board and family opinions
Implement feedback forums as ways of 		
giving feedback on decisions that are
happening within the organisation.
Use external facilitators more
Leaders be more explicit about the right 		
conversation with the right people
Develop clarity about how accountability 		
flows between staff, leaders, CEO and Board
Develop clarity about performance 			
requirements.

What we have achieved
The Organisation Practice Model has been
developed to guide all our work. We have begun
exploring how we incorporate generous curiosity
into our work relationships. We have had team
training that has encouraged and supported
greater sharing of our work with each other – most
notably training in writing case notes and working
with men who are using violence. Team leaders
have taken a clearer stance about expectations
in staff relationships. As well the processes of
accountability have improved.
Since this work, there has been some improvements
in staff perceptions of the supportiveness of the
workplace. See Figure 6: Staff feeling supported by
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We would like FSN to be known for being connected
with families and the local community and working
with families to ensure they have a voice within
mainstream structures. This may include a number
of strands:

colleagues.

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Collaborating with the community
Collaborating with families
Consulting with families
Community building/community 			
development activities
Doing research with families about families
Supporting families to advocate for families

The tasks we have set ourselves
Figure 6: Staff feeling supported by colleagues

Strategic Direction 6: Improve our
ability to hear from families and be
informed by their input.
Family participation in the processes of decision
making creates a more robust and responsive
service, which is likely to be most effective in
supporting change. It fits with our philosophy of
valuing the knowledge, skills and expertise of the
people that we work with.
This is an area that we are passionate about but
have been doing less and less well over the last 5 to
10 years. It was made worse when we closed the
family centre for drop-in activities.
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a.
b.
c.
d.

Improve our ability to get feedback from the
families that we work with during our work 		
with them and after completion
Find ways to follow up with families who 		
have limited contact with the service
Review our written material and ensure that
families have input to it
Ultimately we would like to set up a
Newcastle Families Council as a way of
services connecting with families and 		
hearing their voices and concerns.

What we have achieved
These tasks are just beginning to be tackled as
we end the reporting year. We have had some
initial ideas of how we could be consulting with
families along the way as we do our work and also
six months after completing with families. These
surveys will incorporate questions that might give

insight into ways in which we could improve services
to the families and will definitely give opportunities
for families to give feedback through a third party.

work may be the best tools for the circumstances of
our work.

Highlights and challenges of the
year

This year we have continued to research effective
ways of working with families where there is
violence and child wellbeing concerns and the
person using violence is still living in the family.
Unfortunately as the year progressed, we had to
make the difficult decision to cease our Caring
Dads project: a project targeting fathers of
Aboriginal children who had used violence in their
relationships.

Our evaluation tools
This year we have continued the work of
understanding what we learn from our evaluation
data. Along with other Family Support Services in
the region we reviewed the questions that we ask
of families at the end of our work with them. This
change is reflected in Figure 3: Feedback about
services. These questions provide a good deal more
feedback about the effectiveness of our service
in improving the wellbeing of children than our
previous feedback.
We have continued with an external review of our
client and worker pre and post surveys. And have
learnt a lot. Our data provides the basis for a paper
on what we have learnt about effective evaluation
of the work that is done. We have gathered solid
evidence of the limited value of client pre and post
assessments in this setting. We have learnt that
the accuracy of pre-assessments is significantly
impacted by the presence of statutory bodies in
the lives of the families that we work with and that
clients often do not understand until further along
in the work, the extent of the struggles that they
have had. Good surveys at the completion of our

Working with Violence

This year we have had 4 days of training provided
by staff from the Men and Family Centre in Lismore.
They have a long history of providing effective
behaviour change programs for men who use
violence.
This has led to a number of practice changes
including:
•

•
•

A decision that our first interviews are 		
routinely with individual parents to assess 		
the presence of violence and the appropriate
steps for future work
Safety assessment with both partners
Starting from an assumption that abuse in 		
some form is likely to be present
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Commitment to Indigenous
Australians
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 were all challenged during the process of
implementing and then ending the Caring Dads
project for fathers of Aboriginal children. It was
very disappointing to have to make the decision to
cease the project. The project did however provide
opportunities for significant learning about some of
the challenges of providing these services including
the limitations of working in a funding arena with
short-term frameworks and high pressure for
numbers. As a mainstream organisation we had
the ongoing challenge of building trustworthy
relationships with Aboriginal organisations and
community members. We are currently preparing
a report that details what we have learnt from this
experience that we hope will be valuable to funders
and other services in the sector.

This year all staff have participated in opportunities
to reflect on the ongoing effect of colonisation
on Aboriginal people in deeply personal ways.
We were particularly touched by an Aunty’s
story as a member of the stolen generation and
her recounting of how this impacts on how she
has raised her own children and the struggle to
reconcile with her mother and sense of self as an
Aboriginal woman.
We received permission this year to have a stall
at the Newcastle NAIDOC activities. This gave us
an opportunity to be known to more services and
families in the local area.
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Figure 7: ATSI and CALD clients

In conclusion
A heart-felt thank you to the families who give us
their trust by inviting us into their lives when they
are most vulnerable. We continue to be inspired
and humbled by their resourcefulness and dignity
in the face of the ongoing hardships and the
courage that they bring to the work of making their
children’s lives better.
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