
Research & Evidence Symposium:
Capacity building through partnerships in research

Presenters: 
Dr Andrew Young – CEO, Centre 
for Social Impact NSW

Dr Young is dedicated to improving 
the effectiveness of social impact. He 
believes that the keys to improving 
social impact include an outcomes 
focus, evidence and measurement, 
collaboration and leadership.

Dr Young has worked as a strategy consultant with 
Andersen Consulting, was head of marketing and 
fundraising for The Smith Family and CEO of youth cancer 
charity CanTeen. He is a founding member of Emerging 
Leaders for Social Change.

Holy Grails of System Change:  Outcomes, Measurement, and 
Collaboration

Over the past two or three decades, Australia’s performance in 
improving social outcomes across a range of issue areas is (arguably) 
limited.  As we look ahead to the next twenty or thirty years, we 
face some critical challenges.  Unless – as a country – we are able to 
significantly improve our system for achieving social outcomes, we 
will fail to meet these challenges.

If you could change two or three things to most greatly improve 
Australia’s effectiveness in addressing our most complex, sustained 
social issues, what would they be?  In this presentation, Andrew will 
explore three keys – defining outcomes, effective measurement, and 
collaboration – to improving the capacity of Australia’s social purpose 
systems.
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Building capacity 
through partnerships 
in research is critical to 
driving better outcomes 
for children, young 
people and families.

This forum will highlight 
research and evidence 
from the sector being 
undertaken to inform 
practice and influence 
policy.
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Program

9 - 9.30    Registration

9.30 - 9.40   Welcome to Country

9.40 - 10.00    Opening and Welcome

10.00 - 11.00   Dr Andrew Young

11.00 - 11.30   Morning Tea

11.30 - 12.00   Morning Session

1.00 - 1.45    Lunch

1.45 - 3.15   Afternoon Session

3.15 - 3.30   Next Steps and CLOSE



Stream 1 - Capacity building through research relationships

Collateral Damage: When the needs of children are secondary

Dr Catherine Flynn, Monash University

Melanie Field-Pimm, Victorian Association for the Care & Resettlement of Offenders

The ordinary functioning of the criminal justice system can have unintended adverse effects on families and 
children of offenders. In 2011, VACRO released a report titled Next Generation on the Outside.  Better 
outcomes for vulnerable families in contact with Australian criminal justice systems.

This document proposes a coordinated framework for work by many stakeholders that will improve 
responses to the needs of children and families of offenders, including data collection, research, leadership 
and collaboration.  The ultimate aim is to protect children and at the same time produce outcomes that will 
benefit the whole community by reducing the individual and social burden of crime.

This collaborative approach is demonstrated by current ARC funded research being conducted by Monash 
University’s Criminal Justice Research Consortium (CJRC).  The CJRC involves a network of participants 
from a number of faculties across the University and seeks to facilitate interaction with partners both 
internally and externally.   Importantly this study is being conducted in partnership with key government and 
non-government partners, including VACRO.  It examines current care planning practices for children when 
their primary carer is incarcerated, and seeks to develop a strategic framework for good care planning.    
Industry partners are vital to this project, in shaping its focus, direction and priorities - such as investigating 
the needs of mothers with a mental illness in the prison system.

This presentation will highlight the paucity of research on responding to children of incarcerated parents, 
as well as the processes utilised to generate meaningful local knowledge in this important, but often 
overlooked area. 

Coming in from the CALD

Mohamed Elmasri and Nina Springle, CARE With ME

Launch of the a research looking into 6 of the most represented communities in Melbourne’s north and 
west and getting the feedback from the CALD communities which have not been as included as they might 
have liked to be in the out of home sector.

This research looked at their understanding of the Child protection system, their cultural and religious 
believes that the feel should be taken into account when members of their community are placed into they 
OOHC system, and areas in which these CALD communities can provide additional resources to help the 
sector provide more culturally sensitive support.
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Small Talk research team, La Trobe University

Annette Jackson, Carly Black, Les Corlett, Deb Collard, Berry Street

In this presentation we will provide an overview of the methodology and findings of a collaborative 
research project. The Small Talk project was an interagency and multidisclinary partnership that 
explored communication problems for children who had experienced abuse and neglect. The overall 
aim of the project was to explore ways of identifying which children, who are already vulnerable due 
to their experiences of abuse and neglect would benefit from speech, language and hearing assessment 
and intervention. A significant component of the project was that the research methodology facilitated 
immediate benefits to the children involved in the project and promotion of good practice. More broadly 
the findings provide new knowledge for the sector.  



Income Management - useful tool or additional burden for vulnerable families?

David Tennant, FamilyCare

Income Management, the quarantining of a proportion of a Benefit Recipient’s income, was first introduced 
by the Howard Government as part of the Northern Territory Emergency Response in 2007. Since then 
there have been a series of variations and additional trials, both in the Northern Territory and other places. 
In May 2011 the Commonwealth announced 5 additional Income Management trial sites in identified 
‘disadvantaged’ communities around Australia. One of those communities and the only Income Management 
trial site in Victoria is the Local Government Area of Greater Shepparton. 

Six years on, what has Income Management produced in terms of sustainable improvement for vulnerable 
people and families? This presentation will summarise some of what has been learned so far, but will also 
suggest:

�� There may be serious structural flaws in the Income Management model, particularly with compulsory 
referrals;

�� The current formal evaluation frameworks for Income Management may not be considering some of the 
most important questions fully or at all; and

�� A broader national roll-out of Income Management without a proper understanding of its efficacy may 
produce significant, long-term negative consequences for the people it is meant to assist.
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Dr Sarah Wise, Anglicare Victoria 

The purpose of this paper is to introduce Anglicare Australia’s national research network in terms of its 
purpose, membership and research program. Two recent national research projects undertaken by member 
agencies ‘When there’s not enough to eat’ and the ‘Rental affordability snapshot’ are discussed, highlighting 
the benefits of collaboration to generate media interest and progress common advocacy outcomes. 
Conditions for successful collaboration across agencies are put forward, and thoughts offered on how 
Victorian child and family welfare service organisations can increase their research impact through strategic 
collaboration. 
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Services

Aron Shlonsky, MSW, MPH, PhD, University of Melbourne

Robyn Mildon, PhD, Parenting Research Centre

Annette Micheaux, Parenting Research Centre

What types of evidence should be used and when?  How do we anticipate and measure outcomes in 
complex social service systems?  How can professionals make use of evidence in ways that enhance their 
skills?  How do we avoid the trap of focusing on outputs instead of outcomes?  This talk uses an evidence-
informed practice framework to describe how an outcomes-oriented approach, implemented well, can 
lead to the identification and/or development and implementation of effective services.  Specifically, it 
will describe how information collected at the local, regional, and state levels can be utilized to develop 
outcomes reporting systems that monitor individual client progress for practitioners as well as overall 
program performance for child welfare agencies, moving toward data-integrated implementation of 
effective programs and practices.  Case examples from the Northern Territory of Australia, Ontario Canada, 
and emerging projects in Victoria will be used to illustrate the model. 



Stream 2 - Practice based research: Using practitioner wisdom 
and participation to inform research and evaluation
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Outcomes Assessment

Rudy Gonzalez and Pauline McLoughlin, Lighthouse Institute

Lighthouse Foundation is a not for profit organisation that provides an integrated model of care and 
therapeutic support for homeless young people, aged fifteen to twenty two at intake. Through its 
Therapeutic Family Model of Care™, Lighthouse is dedicated to providing long-term therapeutic residential 
care and specialist mental health support for young people who come predominantly from a background of 
neglect and abuse.  Building on a strong commitment to evidence-led practice, Lighthouse Foundation began 
work in 2011 to develop an outcomes based tool to assess the effectiveness of the Therapeutic Family 
Model of Care™. The Therapeutic Outcomes Assessment™ tool is the culmination of this work, developed 
in collaboration with practitioners, carers and Lighthouse young people. Closely informed by the Looking 
After Children framework, the Therapeutic Outcomes Assessment™ tool has been used over the past 
twelve months to measure outcomes for young people in the Therapeutic Family Model of Care™. 

This paper discusses the process of developing and implementing the Therapeutic Outcomes Assessment™ 
tool, and describes the key outcomes that the tool measures. The paper also discusses the evaluation 
process currently underway to assess the effectiveness of the tool. In doing so, the aim is to reflect on the 
broader applications of the Therapeutic Outcomes Assessment ™ for outcomes-based practices in the 
sector. 
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Leanne Kelly, Windermere Child & Family Services

It is often the case that the people developing and implementing new ideas are not in front-line service. 
There is a danger that this can result in impractical and ineffective changes. However, this can be remedied 
by listening to the views of practitioners who work day to day at a grassroots level. In Family Services we 
often consult with staff to gather feedback on different initiatives and gather ideas for future developments. 
One example is the Short Term Case Management trial which we are currently running. The idea for the 
Short Term trial was conceived after research into non-engagement in Family Services discovered that long 
waiting lists were a major contributor to client non-engagement. By taking clients who only wanted to 
work on one issue out of the waiting line we hoped to reduce wait times and consequently reduce non-
engagement. As a part of the Short Term trial we periodically ask case managers to report on how they feel 
that trial is going; do they think clients are benefiting from the service, are there ways we could improve 
the new model? The practitioners are aware of their vital role as evaluators of the new model and enjoy the 
ability to report findings and suggestions which are valued and acted upon. As well as utilising practitioners’ 
wisdom we are receiving input from clients on the Short Term trial via telephone feedback surveys.
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Dr Phillipa Castle – Connections Uniting Care Clinical Services

Amanda Stevenson – Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare

The Consultancy arm of Connection’s Clinical Services provides a specialist psychological outreach service 
to carers of children in out of home care in the Southern region of Melbourne. Addressing a child’s needs 
through focussing on carer support and psycho-education acknowledges the incomparable therapeutic 
opportunity out of home care environments provide to address the emotional and behavioural difficulties 
commonly faced by children who cannot live with their parents.  While the Consultancy has been operating 
successfully since 1998, the program required a clearer explication of its capacity to deliver alternative and 
cost effective therapeutic interventions aimed at enhancing placement quality and stability.  

In March 2013 the Centre for Excellence in Child and Family Welfare undertook a process of Program



Logic with the Consultancy. A program logic process aims to incorporate input from all stakeholders 
– practitioner, manager, funder, in order to delineate its inherent coherence and to ready the program 
for objective measurement of its impact. However, central to the process is practitioner knowledge – 
practitioners explain the work and reflect on their practice as the cornerstone of the program definition. 

This presentation will provide evidence of impact of the practitioner experience of providing practice 
wisdom into the program logic process and the facilitator’s experience of enabling a process that embraces, 
inquiries into, reflects on and distils that wisdom.  Anecdotal and program outcome evidence suggest that 
Practitioner participation can result in clarity of program definition and potential and contribute to critical 
understanding of what and how to measure impact and outcomes for future evaluation.
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Dr Gaye Mitchell, OzChild

This paper presents the case study component of research on the extent and nature of disability in 
children in five OzChild services: Disability Services; Home Based Care; Kinship Care; Family Services; and 
Educational Services.  Other components of the research, presented previously, showed that 200 of 475 
children, including 28-43% of children in non-disability programs, had a wide variety of disabilities.  The 
concurrent research and practice development case study method will be discussed.  The method involved 
facilitated intensive group discussion with the child’s practitioners and representatives from each of the five 
participating programs.  Practice development occurred as staff explored the case, and, simultaneously, 
practitioner knowledge provided rich research data.  Findings that expanded or qualified those from the 
other research components will be presented.  These include achievements of generalist staff within current 
program and practice constraints, as well as identification of significant barriers to optimum well-being for 
this group of children and carers.  Case data enabled identification of particular program components and 
practice skills needed to effectively assist severely disabled children and their carers in non-disability specific 
services.  A non-verbal, seriously intellectually and physically disabled child in home based care provides a 
focus for discussion.  Further, specific case data allowed identification of important processes such as specific 
difficulties at points of interpenetration of various systems (mental health, education, out of home care, 
disability services, child protection, and assessment services).  Consequent recommendations for system 
design, organisational relationships, case management practices, and worker training and professional 
development will be presented.

J��!����������������������!��������������������

Julie Roach or Greg Wilkinson, Lentara Uniting Care 

Regina Hill and Katherine Dobson, Regina Hill Effective Consulting Pty Ltd

A live case study of work that has been done by Lentara Uniting Care to design and build an automated 
practice development, quality assurance and evaluation system to help family and kinship care service 
providers to monitor, measure and report on the outcomes of their case management practice. The 
presentation will discuss how case workers particiated in the development of the Case Outcome, Reporting 
& Evaluation (CORE) system and how they have used it as part of their standard case management practice 
to record and track the outcomes that have been achieved with the families that they have been working 
with. The presenters will demonstrate the system and discuss work that is being done to make the system 
available to other service providers.
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Alicia McCoy, Family Life

With growing pressure to articulate the provision of quality and effective services, along with new 
requirements around transparency and accountability, community organisations have an increasing need 
to embed research and evaluation practices in organisational structures and processes.  Growing and 
maintaining a culture where the workforce is engaged and committed to the critical role of research and 
evaluation in professional practice is critical to doing this in a sustainable way.  Assisting practitioners 



to understand that such activities are a part of their day-to-day job, rather than an optional extra, is a 
challenging but necessary undertaking.  

Family Life has had an internal research and evaluation position since 2009.  Building on the agency’s existing 
emphasis on research and evaluation, recent years have seen an increasing focus on building a learning and 
evidence-informed practice culture across the agency.  This presentation will briefly outline the research 
and evaluation capacity building and culture development at Family Life, including learning and development 
opportunities, coaching and consultation, and the use of blogging to promote evidence-informed practice 
and professional learning.  It will also describe the challenges and successes of the recent planning and 
implementation of two projects that have a high level of practitioner involvement: a 12-month pilot of 
Outcomes Star and a practitioner-based research project initiative.
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Foster Carers

Amanda Jones, Berry Street 

Meaghan Holden, Berry Street

Greg Antcliff, Benevolent Society 

Several Australian home based care agencies have been recruiting lesbians and gay men as foster carers 
for some time now. However, only a very small number of these agencies have come out about recruiting 
directly from that community and promoting to the broader community the fact that they are doing it. The 
aims of this study are threefold: to describe the organisational ‘journey’ of two of Australia’s largest and 
oldest child and family welfare agencies in embracing gay and lesbian fostering; to describe and understand 
the effectiveness of marketing strategies utilised in the recruitment of gay and lesbian foster carers; and to 
understand what barriers they anticipated or actually experienced as carers and the enabling support they 
received. A mixed methods study was undertaken, including: a structured survey of gay and lesbian foster 
carers in two jurisdictions; in-depth interviews with key agency leaders, recruited gay and lesbian carers, 
and foster care program staff; a staff workshop to further explore emerging themes in practice; and case 
studies of carers. The study identifies a range of marketing strategies that are effective in carers’ decisions 
to proceed with recruitment. It also identifies some negative aspects of foster care provision experienced 
by lesbians and gay men, but also the positive ways in which they continue to create families and resist or 
rework social norms in partnership with agencies. Implications for practice and marketing are drawn with 
specific reference to challenging such norms amongst social workers and the general community.

#������������7�!�����������&��$�����7�����&���������������N�����������

Zoe London & Steve Gilbert – MacKillop Family Services

A decision was made in mid-2012 to undertake an organizational feedback survey, providing an opportunity 
for all young people receiving a service to respond to a core group of questions about their experience of 
MacKillop.  This was framed within the Sanctuary Model, a whole of organisation trauma-informed approach 
to organizational change, with a strong emphasis on creating safety, both physical and psychological for all 
clients and staff within the organisation.

This presentation outlines the strategies developed to overcome the difficulties in developing a survey 
appropriate for delivery to vulnerable children and young people, across a large and complex organisation.  
The supports offered to enable young people to participate are described.  As the surveys were intended to 
be used across a number of different program areas, the questions developed were focused on key generic 
service delivery themes. 

Results were presented to a senior management who undertook to develop operational changes as a result 
of the feedback by the young people. Results were also provided to program staff , who have found it useful 
and rewarding to hear the feedback and comments from service users, both positive and negative. 

Key findings and recommendations are presented, and the issues raised by the process outlined. Methods 
of developing actions and responding to the young people consequent upon the survey are noted. The 
ongoing impact on the organisation in developing an awareness of and sensitivity to the voice of the child is 
discussed.
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and contact with their families

Meredith Kiraly, Research Fellow, University of Melbourne

Kinship care for children as a child protection response is increasing as the preferred care option across 

Stream 3 - Involving feedback from children, young people and 
families to inform research, outcome measures and evaluation



the English-speaking world.  Research into kinship care is at an early stage, particularly in relation to 
understanding the views of children, young people and their parents.  This paper describes a component 
of a larger research project on the topic of family contact in kinship care, which was undertaken to inform 
emerging kinship care support services in Victoria.  Twenty-one children, young people and young adults 
with childhood experience of kinship care were involved in interviews and focus groups to discuss their 
experiences and advice for workers.  The participants indicated their strong wish for greater control over 
the nature and extent of their contact with family members, including the wider family.  Issues in relation 
to participation of children in the research process are discussed, including rights, ethics, constraints and 
reciprocity.  Participants’ feedback reinforces the call for more genuine involvement of children and young 
people in decisions about their lives.  
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John Bonnice, St Luke’s

The focus of this presentation is on how young people can be involved in researching and addressing the 
poor educational outcomes for young people leaving care and post care. St Luke’s is currently undertaking 
a project (with funding from Sidney Myer) which focuses on improving educational outcomes for young 
people.

The project involves the following components:

1. Educational Coaches: Providing individual coaching to young people to support educational and 
vocational aspirations.    

2. Youth Management Group: Joint oversight and planning of the project by young people who have been 
in care. 

3. Young people as researchers, consultants and activists 
�� Investigation by young people of the issues underlying the poor educational outcomes for young people 

who are and/or have been in care.
�� Young people being involved in actions and projects to make a difference.

�������!��������7�!��������������7�������7����!N!����������������!!�������������
evaluation

Greg Brady, Sue Coward, Alison Arena – Connections UnitingCare

The systematic agency wide Client Feedback System at Connections supports an evidence based and 
action oriented approach to hearing and responding to the voice of our clients. Because the data we 
collect is grounded in the principals of Agency goals and individual program logic, feedback from clients 
can contribute directly and reliably to the quality of our reflective practice at both strategic and service 
delivery level. To the extent that client feedback is collected regularly for each Program at key points in 
the engagement cycle, the “conversation” is constant.  This rigour of this systemic approach is especially 
relevant and valuable in regard to outcome evaluation, and in making responsive and informed changes to 
service delivery. 
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Presenter:  Susan Maury, Good Shepherd Youth & Family Service

Current research indicates that parent engagement is highly beneficial to children’s long-term educational 
outcomes.  This has led to an interest by schools and policy-setting institutions such as DEECD in how to 
increase parental engagement.  

In light of this interest, and building on previous education-oriented research conducted by the agency, 
Good Shepherd Youth & Family Service recently conducted a small, sharp action research project with 
parents of children who attend Hastings Westpark Primary School, on the Peninsula.  The aim was to pilot 
an empowering series of workshops which allow parents of vulnerable children to a) identify a shared vision 
of ideal outcomes for their children; b) identify specific actions which ought to be taken by families, 



the school(s), and the community in order to support this vision; and c) provide an opportunity for the 
parents to share their vision and plan with key individuals. Participant response was far beyond expectation.  
This presentation summarises the workshop process, the outcomes, and the insights gleaned from the 
parents on the current construct of parental engagement in schools.  This group challenged the schools and 
community to widen their scope and place the child firmly in the centre of the dialogue. 



The project is based on seeing and engaging young people as partners, contributors, researchers, and 
educators rather than viewing young people in care or post care as clients and consumers of services.

The presentation will outline the current work of the young people which includes:
�� Researching and developing a paper on the current statutory case plan processes and design and how 

this can be improved.
�� Investigating activities that can be developed to improve outcomes for young people in care and post 

care.  
�� Delivering mini-workshops to educate workers on what makes a positive difference for young people in 

care. 
�� Co-designing and implementing the project to improve educational outcomes for young people leaving 

care. 

The presentation will also outline what has been learnt to date from the work of the young people. 


