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Executive Summary 
Families Australia welcomes the opportunity to respond to A New Approach to Programs for Families and Children and supports the reform direction proposed by Government, through the Department of Social Services (The Department).  
Our members consistently endorse a stronger focus on early intervention and prevention, recognising the long-term value of investing earlier to reduce service demand and improve outcomes for families and children. There is also clear support for the continued growth of the Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs) sector, with proportional resourcing required to accompany expanded responsibilities and seamless transition. Embedding greater opportunities for co-design, community voice, and local capacity-building throughout implementation is viewed as essential to ensuring reforms reflect community strengths and respond effectively to the diversity of needs. 
Members support the proposed structural reforms - including five-year funding arrangements, single flexible agreements, and streamlined administrative processes - which are expected to enhance stability, reduce duplication, and improve flexibility to enable greater service responsiveness. Co-located, connected, and integrated service delivery were also welcomed, provided that the diversity of service models is maintained and local contexts considered, to meet the varied needs of families and communities. 
The sector expressed interest in the proposed relational contracting model, as one option to support flexibility, and recognises its potential to strengthen partnerships and relationships. Further detail is needed to enable providers to prepare for this shift, with a shared focus on capacity and capability building with the Department to drive success.  
There are several investment areas requiring clarification: whether funding across the three streams will remain proportionally consistent; how diversity in provider size and service types will be safeguarded; and how specialist providers will continue to meet the needs of different family forms, including adults without dependent children. Limitations in current datasets - particularly in relation to representativeness, participation rates, and masked need - will also need to be addressed to support evidence-informed decision making. Consistent and shared access to data and regional priorities is also sought to drive greater local collaboration.  
These reforms collectively represent a significant and system-wide change management process. Effective implementation will depend on clear sequencing, sustained communication and engagement with the sector, and dedicated support for communities, providers, and the workforce. 
National engagement and coordination offer 
To support successful national implementation, Families Australia proposes to play a central coordinating and convening role, alongside Government. 
As a trusted national peak body with deep relationships across jurisdictions, we are well placed to facilitate consistent communication, align stakeholders, and ensure reform efforts are grounded in evidence and community insight.  
We would undertake this work in partnership with an ACCO national organisation and the leading peak body in each jurisdiction. This coordinated national leadership approach would help set the conditions for a smooth transition process, strengthened sector capability, and early realisation of the reform’s intended benefits. 
Introduction 
Established in 2001, Families Australia is the national peak body for families, children, and young people. Representing more than 600 member organisations and stakeholders delivering child and family services across Australia, we are dedicated to improving the wellbeing of children and families, particularly those experiencing vulnerability and marginalisation. 
 
Sustainable, effective reforms are essential to ensure the sector, families, and communities are supported to thrive 
We welcome this consultation opportunity to highlight key considerations and feedback, providing a pathway to work collaboratively on this critical structural and systems reform agenda, for the benefit of families, children, and young people.  
In preparing this response, Families Australia has undertaken a virtual consultation session with members to discuss the reforms, developed a broader pulse survey for members and stakeholders, and spoken directly with sector professionals experienced in delivering services to families. 
We acknowledge that these reforms follow on from the Review of Children, Youth and Parenting Programs, undertaken throughout late 2024 and 2025, to which Families Australia also participated and shared views from across our membership and sector peers. The Families and Communities Program (FaC) reforms are welcomed as part of the continued and structured process to strengthen and enhance the operation and sustainability of critical services for families across Australia.  
 
Structural Reforms  
We support policy and program structural reform that prioritises the wellbeing of families, children, and young people and importantly, service design and delivery that supports equity, inclusion, and cultural responsiveness.  
There is strong overall support to the proposed structural reforms by our members and stakeholders. Our recent pulse survey (coordinated by Families Australia to inform this response) identified overwhelming support for more flexible service delivery models, longer term funding agreements (five plus years), and embedded co-design with communities. Relational contracting options streamlined reporting via DEX, and increased support for ACCOs were also supported, with lower immediate prioritisation. Clear communication and transition information will be required to enhance prioritisation and sector detailed understanding of transition plans for these elements.  
We note the importance and proposed inclusion of early prevention and collaboration, in addition to foundational supports for families to overcome disadvantage and intergenerational impacts. However, greater clarity is sought on the intended interactions between the three proposed funding streams and how this will work structurally, and in practice, to match investment with need and ensure continuity of service availability for both prevention and family support services. For example, have currently funded activities been mapped against the three new streams; and is any change in the proportional allocation of available funding within each stream (compared to mapped current) envisaged. 
We know that the challenges that families across Australia face are diverse and, in many cases, complicated and systemic. There is no one-size-fits-all approach, and we support ways to work collaboratively, across the sector and in place, to enable clearly defined flexible delivery models. This can be supported by practice principles for providers - to listen and respond to the needs of community and enable a practical framework for collaboration.  
Greater clarity and detail to drive implementation and realise benefits of intended flexibility  
We support the Government’s intention to enable greater program flexibility through key changes to commissioning and contracting that provides more responsive service delivery.  The proposed structural and systems reforms aim to better support community needs by embedding principles of co-design and collaboration within service design and delivery.  
However, this transformational reform agenda requires strong and considered transition arrangements, including greater clarity on implementation and flexibility benefits, adequate timeframes for successful change, and resourcing and information support (both within the Department and across the sector) to ensure a shared vision for the program is achievable at pace.  
Our members and stakeholders have also indicated a desire for greater clarity on how flexibility will be achieved for organisations across the program. A recent pulse survey of Families Australia members and stakeholders identified around one third of respondents felt there would be greater flexibility for their organisation, but nearly half of respondents were unsure.  
Ongoing communications and detailed scenarios for how the program might work for local, regional and national or multi-site providers would enhance understanding of proposed benefits by providing real and relatable examples of practice.  Families Australia welcomes greater clarity, clear communication, and ongoing opportunities for input on the implementation of the proposed program reforms. 
Support for greater collaboration between the Department and providers  
Greater collaboration between the Department and service providers is welcome, and there is support in the shift from administrative focuses to relational and collaborative outcomes models. However, we note that building trust and embedding relational contracting models will take time and requires flexible options to meet providers where they are and develop a shared commitment by both parties. This can be challenging with staff turnover of contract managers, and requires a framework to support joint training, time and resource investment, and scalable to support providers and Department teams simultaneously.  
Broader changes to the program that bring benefits of streamlined reporting and a focus on outcomes and demonstrating impact are welcomed across the sector. These changes are seen as practical opportunities to enhance collaboration and enable flexibility, reducing administration burden.  
Relational contracting requires skills and knowledge sharing, time, and acknowledgement of required resourcing to build shared capability 
We acknowledge and support the intent to strengthen contracting and commissioning within the Families and Communities Program, including the potential introduction of differentiated agreement and management approaches across the program. 
Several members expressed support for a trial of a relational contracting approach that builds trust, collaboration, shared goals, and importantly, prioritises community voice. Such an approach appears to support the development of long-term partnerships with governments with inbuilt flexibility for funding to be more adaptive in meeting changing needs within the community over time. 
Building trust and embedding relational contracting models will take time. Implementation and transition will need to include consideration of shared principles for accountability, joint governance, dispute resolution frameworks, and decision making. Flexible options to move towards relational contracting long term will enable providers and the Department to co-design transition pathways that respect and reflect organisational readiness. 
Relational contracting, as one option for providers, is broadly supported by Families Australia to engage and expand contractual relationships with the Department. However, it would be beneficial to incorporate a range and diversity of funding mechanisms within the program, enabling both provider and Department choice and flexibility to suit the nature of services being delivered and organisational capacity. 
Both Government and the sector will require an adaptive change process, with dedicated and focused support on developing the skills and systems to support this model from transition through to implementation. Opportunities for the Department to take a leadership role and share its capacity and capability across the sector are welcomed. For example, shared training and information sessions, will aid a shared and collaborative approach that also recognises not all providers are equal in resources to support the change process. 
 
Ensuring choice and flexibility is supported by embedding community governance mechanisms throughout the commissioning process 
There is strong and widespread support for greater contract stability that can be achieved through the proposed commissioning model. Providers within our ecosystem have long advocated for minimum five-year contracts (with options for up to 7-10), enabling long term stability, streamlined reporting benefits, and opportunities for organisations and communities to build towards long-term visions.  
Consideration and careful planning is required in relation to recommissioning, ensuring adequate time and resourcing for organisations of all sizes and scale to respond, while maintaining service continuity for families and communities.  
Commissioning models that enable a diversity of voices and input of lived experience and cultural relevance is sought, including involvement of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander representatives and organisations. This inclusive and collaborative approach supports principles of co-design, enabling input from community representatives, non-government organisations, and other local stakeholders as part of the design and evaluation of program need and delivery. This will provide a robust and inclusive approach to commissioning that reflects accurately the need and requirements at a local level, while delivering on the overall program objectives.  
We note that this reform ambition, while broadly supported, is against an accelerated timeline for implementation. Our members have highlighted the transition will require appropriate resourcing and investment to ensure both Government and the sector have the required knowledge, skills, and systems to implement at pace.  
 
Prioritising Investment  
Support for First Nations children and families and increasing the number of Aboriginal Community Controlled Organisations (ACCOs) delivering services to First Nations populations  
Families Australia continues to support initiatives of Government that seek to enhance outcomes and strengthen self-determination of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, families, children and young people.  
We work collaboratively and in support of SNAICC, as the leading Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community-controlled peak body organisation within our sector, and are supportive of transition to ACCO-led service delivery as a mechanism for improved outcomes. 
Feedback from Families Australia members and stakeholders highlighted the importance of upholding principles of self-determination by enabling choice.  
Program streams can seek to provide First Nations families and communities with choice on the services they wish to access, enabling greater access to ACCO-led services while equally supporting those who prefer a non-Indigenous provider. This enables consideration of local cultural contexts and community structures or cultural protocols that may impact on an individual’s service options. Inclusion of principles of self-determination that support individual choice and autonomy can embed cultural safety within the service pathway and program design.  
To this end, embedding cultural safety and responsiveness should be a requirement and service standard of all service providers within the program, and not be seen as a service solution provided in isolation by ACCO-led services. 
 
Consistent with previous feedback provided to the Department, a place-based and considered approach is required to support successful growth and transition of services to the ACCO sector: 
· Shared commitment to better outcomes 
The sector broadly supports the growth of ACCOs and recognises this as an important step toward self-determination and improved outcomes for families and children. Success requires clarity and flexible partnership models that move at the speed of trust, ensuring capacity building and shared decision making. This approach aligns with Closing the Gap Priority Two and the Safe and Supported Action Plan, embedding relational principles in practice and enabling a sustainable transition process that is responsive to local needs and contexts.  
· Community-centred and flexible place-based approaches 
Families, children, and young people, especially in regional and remote areas, need to be engaged in the transition and input to the service delivery requirements. This ensures principles of community co-design are upheld, encourages flexibility and localised solutions, and ensures that service continuity and choice are maintained.  
 	 
· Transparent communication, scalable models for shared governance and resources 
Funding arrangements must prioritise equity in directing resources to ACCOs, supported by scalable governance models that enable shared accountability and decision making. Non-Indigenous providers can work within the guidance and cultural oversight of ACCOs to ensure genuine partnership and shared governance models that reflect community needs, capability, and scale of collaboration. We recommend the Department establish a central resource hub (e.g. templates, cultural safety guides, 
FAQs) and consider regional transition officers and funding for joint transition periods (e.g. 6-month overlap for warm handovers) to support transition. These measures will operationalise the policy intent, while ensuring service continuity. 
Overall, we are committed to building genuine partnerships that embed shared decision making and strengthen capacity over the life of service delivery, ensuring Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities have a sustained voice and influence on service need and delivery.  
We acknowledge that this needs to be scalable, built over time, and reflect the cultural needs and readiness of communities and providers.  
Defining families requires a focus on inclusion and recognising diversity  
The Department is encouraged to consider providing a clear definition and supporting guidance that explicitly recognises the diversity of family constructs and cohorts.  
The current Families and Communities program can support the needs of families without dependent children, intergenerational households, and those that do not fit traditional family models. While welcoming a greater focus on children and young people in the context of families and community in the proposed new program, feedback has been received through our members that capacity to work with all type of families is essential. In the new approach to programs for families and children, it is encouraged to retain support for family structures without children. 
Taking an inclusive approach recognises the diversity of Australia families and the different contexts and structures that define the meaning of family within communities. By ensuring clear definitions that extend beyond families with children, the proposed program reform can ensure responsiveness across the full spectrum of family needs and reduce the risk of any unintended exclusion experienced as a result of not being explicitly referenced. 
Additional priorities for investment to enhance equity and inclusion 
Families Australia and its membership network support consideration of additional elements to guide prioritisation of investment that ensures an equitable and inclusive approach to the program design and implementation. This includes:  
1. Consideration and reference to human rights-based approaches to underpin all service design and delivery. 
2. Consideration of whole-of-life investment to support families across all life stages.  
3. Acknowledgement of connected and strong communities as a foundation for family wellbeing.  
4. Recognition of cultural safety and wellbeing in program settings and acknowledgement that cultural safety is defined by the service user, not provider.  
5. Incorporation of opportunities to address structural determinants that enable families, children, and young people and communities to thrive. 
6. Encourage an equitable focus on culturally and linguistically diverse communities, people with disability, and children/adolescents.  
7. Recognition of community capability building to strengthen local resilience and leadership. 
8. Cross-system integration components linking social welfare, housing, family law, mental health, disability, and child/family health services within integrated hubs. 
 
Strong early prevention to improve family wellbeing long-term 
We strongly support prioritisation of early intervention and prevention, recognising the significant benefits these approaches have in promoting the social and emotional wellbeing of families. Investment in these services helps break cycles of intergenerational disadvantage and reduces reliance on crisis and long-term interventions. By equipping families with the foundational skills to self-manage, we can decrease the need for ongoing service dependency, fostering principles of self-determination and sustainable wellbeing. 
In ensuring a robust and responsive delivery of services, a balanced approach to investment prioritisation will be required, ensuring flexibility to respond where required with higher intervention needs.  
Providers are seeking clarity, along with embedded flexibility, to move across program streams in order to respond effectively to the full spectrum of service needs while maintaining a clear focus on early prevention. Within the program, it is important that intensive family support services are adequately enabled within the investment model to support responsive delivery. Over time, strengthened early intervention is expected to produce sustained impacts, potentially reducing statutory intervention in families’ lives. 
Prioritising community connection and flexible approaches to co-location 
Families Australia strongly supports an integration of mixed service delivery models, including a hub and spoke model, mobile outreach, and co-location where suitable, noting that flexibility within program delivery is required to meet community needs across different geographic areas. 
We understand and support the importance of community connection and co-design principles, acknowledging that this can look differently in different places, and needs to consider the local circumstances and context.  
Our members and stakeholders have shared that there are a range of factors impacting on the feasibility of physical service co-location, ranging from the preference of distinct communities and individuals (some seeking the privacy of non-physical spaces) through to the available infrastructure within a community or region to support physical co-location. We acknowledge that not all communities feel safe and supported in a shared physical environment, and support choice in how and when families engage with services to suit their needs. 
Community trust and connection to services will need to be assessed holistically, recognising the diversity in which providers build and maintain relational connection with communities, across physical places and virtual spaces.  
We encourage and endorse a broad range of metrics be considered when assessing community connection. This can include recognition that connection goes beyond the physical co-location of services, and can acknowledge community preferences for how and when they connect with providers. For some members of the community, ‘virtual is a place’ - and a safe space.  
Prioritising lived experience in the co-design of services can ensure that the intention of connected, co-located, and integrated services aligns with the practical requirement of regions and communities. This will result in flexible yet robust and responsive service delivery that, where feasible and appropriate, can consider co-location of services to meet community needs.  
 
Assessing community need through a shared and common understanding of the data 
A relational approach that seeks to work with providers and regional communities and networks needs to look holistically at the service ecosystem. By doing this it can recognise the diversity of ways in which community connection, trust, and service systems are built in response to community needs. This could be made clear in the final program design, enabling flexibility and equal footing for a range of providers to deliver services, including a mixed delivery of local providers and those with a wider service footprint and reach.  
The Department is encouraged to enhance the proposed prioritisation of investment approach by driving a shared and collective understanding of the data used for assessments. Providing open access to community profiles and data inputs and analysis provides a transparent approach as to where the Department and Government see prioritisation, enabling early opportunities for collaboration across providers. Providers will naturally have varied capacity and capability to access, interpret, and analyse raw data sets – a shared model of understanding can provide an equal playing field and common goals to support place-based and/or integrated services. 
An example of shared data and government priorities can be seen in within Government’s placebased employment initiative, Local Jobs Program. This provides publicly available local jobs plans highlighting key priorities in the region, supported by transition officers and coordinators as part of the Employment Services Reform. Shared templates, guidance, data, and regional characteristics provide a blueprint for sector and service collaboration, and a shared understanding of the evidence base. This alignment from the outset can provide efficiencies and optimise early alignment of priorities both for Government and the region. 
Services informed by, and responding to, community need are diverse and reflect small, medium and large services, integrated through the fabric of service delivery. At Families Australia, we represent and advocate for a robust service system that accommodates and nurtures a diversity of solutions and providers to meet community and regional needs. The fabric of our sector by nature is inclusive and includes a robust mix of models that can both identify and respond to community needs. 
For example, in remote and regional contexts, additional consideration will need to be given to the accessibility of services and delivery across the community setting, and that sufficient time, service capacity, and recognition of delivery costs are factored into service outcomes and funding allocations. 
We caution on any unintended outcomes of the program’s structural reforms that may disadvantage or disincentivise smaller local providers – those with deep community trust, strong local knowledge and relationships, and long established service delivery models.  
 	 
 
While larger providers can offer economies of scale and may be financially and regulatory attractive in the administration of a national program, excessive reliance on this approach risks entrenchment of a more transactional service delivery approach, than the relational and responsive model that the reforms seek to build.  
Flexibility within program guidelines and structures can and should accommodate flexibility of models, providers, and scale that best demonstrates and supports the overall intention of embedding community needs of families and children at its centre, within the local delivery context.  
 
 
Additional Sector Reform Priorities 
 
Integration and coordination between Governments 
Our members are calling for stronger integration between state and federal governments to enable a more holistic approach that supports the safety and wellbeing of families, with dedicated place-based and co-designed approaches.  
Enhancing linkages and removing structural barriers across service systems, including mental health, disability, family violence, and early childhood prevention services, will support a more integrated model of service delivery that supports holistic needs of families. 
 
Transition support for non-FaC providers 
Many organisations currently outside the Families and Communities (FaC) program will need tailored transition support to adapt to new requirements. This includes onboarding resources, training on reporting systems, and clear guidance on service expectations to ensure a smooth entry without disrupting existing community relationships. 
 
Aligning reforms to drive collaborative systems change 
Clear practice guidelines are essential to avoid confusion and duplication, particularly where reforms intersect with other initiatives such as Thriving Children and NDIS Foundational Supports. Alignment in language, objectives, and implementation frameworks will help providers navigate changes and deliver consistent, integrated support for families and communities.  
Effective partnerships and co-design models require deliberate resourcing and timeframes that enable trust, shared planning, and meaningful engagement with communities and providers. Government and the Department are encouraged to ensure there is sufficient time to build this approach into the reform agenda in a way that sustains outcomes and long-term impact. 
Feedback from our members and network have suggested a visual diagram would be beneficial to outline the timeline and consultation approach through program design, development, and implementation.  
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Future of Families and Community Services Improvement (FCSI) Program  
As part of the broader FaC activity reform process, Families Australia notes that Government is also considering the future of the Families and Community Services Improvement (FCSI) Program within similar timeframes. We welcome the opportunity to engage closely with Government and are ready to contribute to detailed considerations regarding the future direction of the FCSI program that we understand will be determined in 2026. 
As the nationally recognised peak body for the sector, Families Australia provides Government with an essential conduit to the family and community services ecosystem. We build sector capability by coordinating and strengthening collaborative initiatives, and our convening role enables Government, service providers, and communities to work together on complex social policy challenges. 
Families Australia adds significant value through our ability to translate sector expertise into clear, actionable insight for Government. We contribute to policy development, inform program and service design, and represent sector perspectives in a way that is evidence-informed, solutions-focused, and grounded in community realities. Central to this contribution is our strong connection to lived experience. We engage directly with parents, young people, and community members and draw on the lived-experience-informed evidence base of our members and stakeholders. This ensures that policy and program settings reflect the real experiences, priorities, and aspirations of families across Australia. 
With medium to longer term policy objectives in mind, Families Australia is committed to exploring more strategic ways of working with Government and the Department. Strengthened engagement will enable the sector to respond more effectively to emerging priorities and support the achievement of shared social and public policy outcomes.    
Families Australia has consistently participated in reviews and discussions regarding the FCSI Program and is eager to continue contributing, both as an individually funded peak body and as part of the FCSI program as a whole. With the right partnership settings, resourcing and investment, peak bodies stand ready to help Government deliver coherent, evidence-informed and impactful reform for Australian families, children, and young people. 
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Conclusion 
The New Approach to Programs for Families and Children represents a welcome and timely shift toward a more integrated, outcomes-focused program architecture, with the potential to create flexible, place-appropriate service responses for families and communities across Australia. 
A stronger emphasis on collaboration, equity and inclusion, cultural safety, and evidence-based practice will help ensure that programs are both accessible and responsive to the diverse and evolving needs of families, children, young people, and the communities in which they live. 
The proposed reforms lay the foundation for a more collaborative, consistent, coordinated, and prevention-oriented service system. Successful transition and implementation will require significant change management, sustained investment, targeted support for capacity building and ongoing evaluation.  Achieving these outcomes will depend on maintaining an appropriate balance between national priorities and local flexibility, preserving diversity in service models and provider size, and ensuring ACCO leadership is strengthened through genuine community co-design and proportional resourcing. 
Given the scale, pace, and complexity of the reform task, a structured and coordinated national approach will be critical. Families Australia - working in partnership with an ACCO national organisation and the leading peak bodies in each jurisdiction - is well placed to support the Department by strengthening communication channels, aligning stakeholders, and facilitating sector readiness across the country. This coordinated leadership mechanism would help set the conditions for effective implementation and support early realisation of the reform’s intended benefits. 
 
On behalf of Families Australia, I welcome the opportunity to discuss this response further and to work closely with the Department to support a successful transition to a New Approach to Programs for Families and Children. 
 
Yours sincerely,
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