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About FRSA
Family & Relationship Services Australia (FRSA) is the national peak body for family
and relationship support services. Our purpose is to provide national leadership and
representation for services that work to strengthen the wellbeing, safety and resilience
of families, children and communities. FRSA member organisations deliver services in
more than 650 locations across Australia. They consist primarily of non‑profit organisations
embedded in local communities.
FRSA provides support to members and draws on their expertise to understand the
changing needs of families accessing services and to inform public policy. FRSA also works
collaboratively with the Australian Government and its agencies. FRSA receives funding
through the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
(FaHCSIA) to provide sector representation and support to services funded under the Family
Support Program which has two core streams:
1. Family & Children’s Services supporting children, young people and parents; and
2. Family Law Services (Attorney‑General’s Department funded) assisting families to
manage the process and impacts of separation in the best interests of children.
FRSA works collaboratively with related service networks, peak bodies and advocacy groups
to promote effective support for families across these and many other program areas.
For more information visit: www.frsa.org.au
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Background
This Strategy is the culmination of work that began in 2008 when FRSA convened a Joint
Sector‑Government Working Group on Workforce Development with representatives from
FRSA Member organisations, the Australian Government Department of Families, Housing,
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaHCSIA), the Attorney‑General’s Department
and the Community Services Health & Industry Skills Council (CSHISC). This Working Group
was to:
–– Review current workforce pressures including driving and restraining factors that impact
on the recruitment and retention of qualified staff;
–– Identify priorities for further research and consultation to identify common challenges
and examples of successful workforce strategies;
–– Develop agreed principles for the development of the family and relationship services
workforce including the projected needs of the sector and clients;
–– Identify synergies with broader Australian Government initiatives in workforce
development and investment in other sectors; and
–– Prepare advice to both Government and the sector on workforce development strategies
and the way forward.

One of the difficulties faced by the Working Group was the lack of data and information
about the family and relationship services workforce. In 2009, FaHCSIA commissioned Colmar
Brunton social research organisation, to undertake a two stage mapping project of the family
and relationship services sector to gather data on the characteristics of the workforce. The
mapping project reported that one fifth of organisations experienced problems within the
past 12 months: having unfilled vacancies after advertising and filling positions with staff
who have less experience or fewer qualifications than intended. Almost two thirds (62%)
of organisations had either a problem with unfilled vacancies after advertising (31%) or a
problem filling positions with less qualified staff (31%). Only 18% of organisations indicated
no problem with unfilled vacancies or employing less qualified staff. Salary levels and lack
of career opportunities were consistently identified as the main problems in recruiting and
retaining staff.
FRSA has used the mapping data to consult with the sector on strategies for addressing
workforce needs and later recruited Siggins Miller consultants to undertake further work on
the strategies proposed. For more information please refer to the comprehensive Workforce
Development Background Paper available from the FRSA website, www.frsa.org.au.
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Purpose

Business Case

The purpose of the Family and Relationship Services Workforce Development Strategy
2012‑2017 is to secure and develop the capacity of the family and relationship services
workforce to meet the needs of Australian families now and into the future.

Research evidence has clearly demonstrated the importance of factors that impact on the
development, health, wellbeing and life outcomes for children1. These include:

Principles
This Strategy has been developed by the family and relationship services sector with support
from FRSA and is based on the following principles:
1. It is essential to sustain and build Australia’s capacity to provide quality services to
families in an environment of growing demand and complexity;
2. Professionals working with families under stress must be skilled, appropriately qualified,
acknowledged and supported; and
3. Planning and consultation between service providers, policy makers, professional bodies,
training providers and funding bodies is essential to ensure the sustainability and quality
of service provision.

Priorities
The Workforce Development Strategy is structured to address three priority areas of work
that have been identified by the sector and in the research literature:
1. Ensuring workforce supply to meet current and future need;
2. Acknowledging, supporting and retaining the existing workforce; and
3. Building capacity of the workforce to deal with increased complexity.
A summary of the objectives and strategies in each of these priority areas is provided within
this document. Implementation steps and proposed time frames involving the sector, FRSA,
government partners and other networks are also provided.

–– Family economic circumstances;
–– Parental health status; and
–– Stress levels caused by family functioning.
It is estimated that around 15% of children live in low income households2, 13% of parents
living with children aged 0‑14 years rate their health as fair or poor3 and one in five children
are living with a parent who has experienced some form of mental illness in the past twelve
months.4 Extrapolation from state‑based data5 indicates that 16% of families with children
aged 0‑12 years report poor family functioning.6
On some measures (e.g. unemployment and labour force participation) circumstances for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families have improved slightly. In terms of health and
wellbeing, however, Indigenous Australians continue to demonstrate outcomes well below
the national average, including higher rates of parental ill‑health (29%), overcrowded
living conditions (27%) and over‑representation in the child protection system (over six
times the rate of non‑Indigenous children in 2005‑2006).7 The recently released Indigenous
Family Safety Agenda8 has identified the need for additional family support and parenting
education for vulnerable families, including a new program for men’s parenting education.
Population projections for 2031 indicate that the number of families (two parent; single
parent; partners with or without children) is expected to increase by between 35% and
47% above 2006 numbers.9 Longer life expectancy10 will mean an increased proportion of
older couples and/or higher probability of parents having dual responsibility for their elderly
parents as well as their own children or grandchildren. The most recent survey of community
service providers11 found that between 2007‑2008 and 2008‑2009, the rate of increase in
demand for family services was 12% ‑ second only to the rate of increase in demand for
housing and homelessness services (13%).
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Workforce Characteristics
The family and relationship services sector is diverse and difficult to define. There are a
number of Federal and State Government programs that provide funding for services that
support families, children and young people. Community organisations working in this
area typically attract a mix of funding and deliver a range of services12. The Workforce
Mapping Project undertaken by Colmar Brunton (2009) looked at a subset of the sector
– approximately 103 organisations that deliver the ‘Family Relationship Services’ stream
within the Federal Government’s Family Support Program13, administered by the Department
of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs.
Within this stream of services there are programs such as Family Dispute Resolution, Family
Counselling and Children’s Contact Services that are recognised within the Family Law Act
1975 and are subject to specific accreditation requirements under that legislation. Then
there are a range of programs that are part of the Child Protection Service Systems, working
with families in which children are at risk of neglect or abuse. Other programs work in a
prevention or early intervention framework, strengthening families and supporting child
development. Many of these programs integrate with broader service systems such as
health, education, mental health, therapeutic responses to drug and alcohol misuse and
multi‑disciplinary locational responses to disadvantage. There has been no single pathway
into family services and the workforce consists of a range of professionals, including but
not limited to social workers, psychologists, counsellors, psycho‑social therapists, educators,
mediators, dispute resolution practitioners, experts in family law, support staff and
managers. Many of these staff share core skills, training, knowledge and expertise with staff
in other areas of community services, such as drug and alcohol, mental health and disability
services; in child protection and young people’s services; or in areas of the law.

Across programs, effective family support calls for the ability to identify a range of
potentially high risk contributing factors, to have effective referral pathways and to know
when and how to support, intervene and refer. Strong professional networks, knowledge
and application of best practice are essential and much of the work does not lend itself to
the introduction of early career stage practitioners without close supervision and mentoring.
The majority of the current workforce is degree‑qualified (55% postgraduate), has 5‑10
years’ experience in the community services sector (57%), is female (80%) and over 40
years of age (71%). A 2009 survey of the current family and relationship services workforce
indicated that the competency of their co‑workers was a major source of job satisfaction.14
Practitioners surveyed as part of the workforce mapping project reported that the key
original attraction to this sector was the nature of the work and that this continues to be the
main source of job satisfaction. Those who leave the sector reportedly do so predominantly
because of low levels of satisfaction with the community services sector, in particular low
remuneration levels and lack of career path.15
This is a challenging context in which to address workforce development. The majority of
service providers (47%) are small‑medium sized organisations with 20‑99 employees. They
typically have multiple short‑term funding arrangements across government agencies which
constrains long‑term planning and investment. They compete with both public and private
sector employers for qualified staff.
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Implementation Plan
Priority 1: Ensuring workforce supply to meet current and future need
Objectives

Strategies

Implementation steps

1.1

1.1.1	Improve remuneration levels
for practitioners in family and
relationship services to better
reflect the value of the work
performed

Sector (through FRSA and other networks) to support the
national equal remuneration test case for the community
services sector.

Improve the ability of Family &
Relationship Services to attract the
right people at the right time to
meet community need

FRSA and its member organisations, through their boards
and senior management, to collaboratively support and
develop new standard classifications, career structures &
remuneration levels for practitioners.
FRSA to work with government partners to review the
impact of changes to remuneration levels on government
funded family support programs and to plan for the
phased introduction of new classifications, career
structures and remuneration levels.

1.1.2	Improve access to training programs
& certification processes for
essential Family Law programs that
are facing immediate risk due to
workforce shortages

FRSA and government partners work to identify, cost and
implement short term assistance for FDR practitioners and
their employing agencies to access subsidised certification
training by all sector RTO providers.

1.1.3	Enhance the capacity of providers
to offer stable employment
opportunities

FRSA to work with government on contracting
arrangements that better support the sector to engage in
longer term workforce planning.
Explore with government the potential for funding of
programs to facilitate improved recruitment and retention
that will enable meaningful evaluation.
Explore the creation of positions funded by networks of
providers and where practitioners work across more than
one organisation – including joint appointments between
the public sector, private sector and the not‑for‑profit
sector.
Develop systems for portability of entitlements
for employees moving within the family and
relationship services sector.

Partners
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Priority 1: Ensuring workforce supply to meet current and future need
Objectives

Strategies

Implementation steps

1.2

1.2.1	Develop better links between
education providers,
professional bodies and
the family and relationship
services sector

Continue to strengthen the sector’s partnership with the Community Services & Health Industry Skills
Council in monitoring the take up rates and content of the CHC08 Training Package.

Increase the
availability and
take‑up of VET and
Higher Education
programs that lead to
a career in family and
relationship services

Prepare a case to submit to State/Territory governments to obtain placement of Family Dispute
Resolution and Children’s Contact Services on the priority occupations lists for States/Territories; seek
supported training places through the Productivity Places Program.
FRSA and government to achieve minimum standards of family and relationship services curriculum
content in tertiary courses in Social Work, Psychology and other relevant disciplines. In this process,
facilitate the involvement of professional bodies such as the Australian Association of Social Workers
and the Australian Psychological Society.
Build a strong relationship with Skills Australia by facilitating data collection and other input into
monitoring the effectiveness of government policy related to education support for areas of high
workforce shortage.

1.2.2	Develop approaches that
address the recruitment
and training of a workforce
that will meet the needs
of specific groups in the
community

Continue to implement the three actions in the Reconciliation Action Plan that aim increase training,
employment and professional development of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff.
Explore potential workforce development opportunities arising from the ‘Strong Families Strong
Fathers’ initiative.
Together with government partners and education providers, explore the feasibility of expanding
successful health training models for Indigenous workers to the family and relationship services sector.
Work with government partners and training providers to facilitate the take up of the SNAICC’s
cultural competence resource in training programs across the sector.
Work with partners to broaden the scope and delivery of cultural competence training, sharing
resources with other sectors where possible.
Develop guidelines for regional and remote service providers to develop partnerships with other
local agencies to attract and recruit staff, based on successful models in the health sector.
Extend existing successful government‑supported initiatives that support training and professional
development of rural practitioners.
Support the existing Men and Family Relationships Leadership groups, the continuation of their
current activities, and the implementation of their advice and expertise on men and family
relationships workforce issues.

1.2.3	Target mature aged workers
with appropriate backgrounds
to move into the family and
relationship services sector

Develop a targeted recruitment strategy to attract mid‑career or later‑career workers to join the sector.
Work with government to develop incentives and a communications strategy to encourage
practitioners to return to the family and relationship services workforce.

Partners
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Priority 1: Ensuring workforce supply to meet current and future need
Objectives

Strategies

Implementation steps

1.3

1.3.1	Support ongoing
professionalisation and
development of professional
standards for the family and
relationship services sector

Conduct a review of existing standards in the sector to assess the need
and/or benefits of further standards development.

1.3.2	Promote the benefits of a career
in family and relationship
services and build on existing
strengths

Monitor, review and promote the availability of flexible hours and family
friendly working arrangements.

1.4.1	Build systems to inform
needs‑based workforce planning

FRSA to initiate and facilitate collaborative processes of data sharing
and interpretation that will inform the planning of skill‑based roles and
services that will meet future community need.

1.4

 aise awareness of the
R
professional nature of family and
relationship services work

Link workforce planning to
community needs

Conduct a feasibility study into the development of a ‘Professional
Standards’ Board.

FRSA member organisations to collaborate with government to
develop promotional materials that inform the community about
services available through the through the family and relationship
services sector.

Partners
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Priority 2: Acknowledging, developing and retaining the existing workforce
Objectives

Strategies

Implementation steps

2.1

2.1.1	Develop new classifications and
career paths with remuneration
linked to competence, experience
and attainment of qualifications

Collaboration in development of standard classifications, career structures
and remuneration levels for family and relationship services practitioners
(building on 1.3.1)

Recognise the value and strengths
of the existing family and
relationship services workforce

FRSA member organisations to identify the most timely opportunity to
phase in new family and relationship services job classifications and
remuneration levels in accordance with the requirements of the industrial
instruments in their workplace.
Plan, communicate and implement a prompt and smooth transition process
for existing staff to be classified and remunerated under a new family and
relationship services sector structure.
Explore the development of practitioner roles that include standard
arrangements for rights of private practice.

2.1.2	Develop senior level practitioner
roles as an alternative to
management roles

As part of the work in 2.1.1 develop specific roles that can be deployed
across organisations to provide senior level practice advice and supervision
of junior staff.

2.1.3	Share knowledge and experience in
workforce issues

Share examples of reward and recognition programs across the sector and
collaborate to develop higher rewards such as post‑graduate scholarships,
conference subsidies and international study tours.
Identify and share strategies for developing sector‑wide career pathways.

2.2

Keep pace with the labour market

2.2.1	Enhance the capacity of providers
to keep pace with wage increases
in the future

Work with government funders to achieve indexation rates in longer term
contracts that more accurately reflect the increased cost of labour.

2.2.2	Maintain up‑to‑date workforce
mapping information to inform
workforce development and
maintain sector engagement
in strategy development,
implementation and monitoring:

Survey employees within the sector on a regular basis.
Survey employer organisations on a regular (bi‑annual) basis.
Build workforce mapping capacity into future data collection systems for
the Family Support Program.

Partners
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Priority 3: Building capacity of the workforce to deal with increased complexity.
Objectives

Strategies

Implementation steps

3.1

3.1.1	Broaden access to Continued Professional
Development

Conduct an audit of current qualifications and training available
in the sector. The audit should also examine IT platforms and
formats used for training delivery, incentives and supports provided
by organisations for staff to complete training and Continued
Professional Development.

Facilitate access to professional development
to identify, support and refer clients with
co‑existing problems

Explore the feasibility of achieving uniform IT platforms and formats
for training, and for the creation of sector‑wide scholarships,
conference subsidies etc.
Develop rewards linked to attainment of additional qualifications.

3.2

Develop the capacity of people in the sector
to lead and manage change

3.1.2	Develop partnerships with other specialist sub‑sectors

Develop frameworks/templates for negotiating training and resource
sharing with agencies in other sectors at the local level.

3.1.3	Create senior practitioner and supervision roles

As part of 2.2.1 ensure that new senior practitioner roles incorporate
expertise, advice and supervision of others working with people with
complex needs and co‑existing conditions.

3.2.1	Improve organisational leadership and governance
capacity

Implement the recommendations in FRSA’s 2009 report about
current and future needs of the sector in the area of leadership and
governance.

3.2.2	Identify and foster ‘practice’ leadership

Build on the development of new senior practitioner roles to
facilitate leadership in the development and implementation of
evidence‑based practice across the sector.

3.2.3	Further build the capacity of managers

Work with training providers to develop programs that are relevant to
the management challenges in the sector.
Ensure that managers are trained in negotiating partnerships and
developing and managing shared programs that will underpin this
Strategy.
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