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About STARTTS 
The NSW Service for the Treatment and Rehabilitation of Torture and Trauma Survivors (STARTTS) is a specialist, non-profit organisation established in 1988 to assist refugee survivors of torture and trauma rebuild their lives in Australia.  
STARTTS’ services form a part of the NSW public health system through its status as an Affiliated Health Organisation (AHO). AHOs are not-for-profit religious, charitable or other non-government organisations which provide health services and are recognised as part of the public health system under the Health Services Act 1997 (NSW).[footnoteRef:1] Additionally, STARTTS is a network member of the Forum of Australian Services for Survivors of Torture and Trauma (FASSTT), which is the national body representing specialist rehabilitation agencies that work with survivors of torture and trauma. STARTTS has over 35-years of experience providing successful services and projects; funded through a variety of government and non-government bodies including NSW Health, and the Commonwealth Department of Social Services, Department of Home Affairs, and Department of Health, Disability and Ageing.    [1:  Health Services Act 1997 (NSW), Section 13, https://legislation.nsw.gov.au/view/html/inforce/current/act1997-154  ] 

STARTTS’ clients are survivors of torture and other trauma in the context of organised violence and state terrorism, the majority of whom have arrived in Australia under the Refugee and Humanitarian Program. STARTTS’ service model incorporates a large range of clinical and psycho-social interventions informed by the latest advances in neuroscience and evidence-based practice in relevant fields. Our service provision philosophy is predicated on a bio-psycho-social framework, in recognition of the complex interaction between this essential building block for personal and collective wellbeing, and pre-migration and ‘normal life cycle’ events post-settlement, which have the potential to impede the recovery of individuals from their traumatic experiences.[footnoteRef:2] As such, our service offer is broad in scope and includes counselling and programs for all age groups; psychiatric assessment and interventions; family therapy; body-focused interventions (such as nutrition, massage, physiotherapy, acupuncture and pain management groups); support groups; youth activities; advocacy and policy input; and training for service providers.  [2:  Aroche, J., and Coello, M. (1994). Towards a systematic approach for the treatment and rehabilitation of torture and trauma survivors: The experience of STARTTS in Australia, STARTTS, Sydney ] 

Further 	information 	about 	STARTTS’ 	services 	and 	programs 	can 	be 	found 	at http://www.startts.org.au. 
 
 	 
 
Introduction 
STARTTS welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback to the Department of Social Services (‘the department’) for the development of a single national program to support children and families – ‘A new approach to programs for families and children’. We commend the Australian Government for its commitment to improve the way services are programmed and funded to achieve better service intervention outcomes for children and families. 
This submission contains our responses to the discussion questions from the ‘A new approach to programs for families and children’ discussion paper and are informed by our organisational knowledge and extensive experience working with survivors of torture and other trauma. This includes many years of experience successfully applying for funding grants through a range of philanthropic, state government, and federal government agencies; to deliver services and projects that address the unique set of needs that people and communities from refugee and refugee-like backgrounds experience. We are also privileged to have supported many diverse refugee-led organisations through our capacity building activities and programs, and provided many with support and assistance for their applications for grant funding (as an individual entity, joint partnerships, and consortia). 
Our preliminary view of the proposed single national program is that it has the potential to be a positive development for our organisation, should it deliver on streamlined grant application and reporting, increased flexibility in service delivery, and an improved partnership approach through relational contracting. We support increased sector diversity and strongly believe small community organisations, like the refugee-led organisations we support and assist, must be able to access the funding opportunities in this proposed single national program. Refugee-led organisations are embedded within their communities; they have better reach and engagement with their communities and add significant value to the funding they receive to provide services.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Refugee Communities Advocacy Network, 2023, Inclusive Settlement Funding Model: The Role of Refugee-Led Organizations in Settlement, August 2023, https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2016/05/Inclusive-Settlement-Funding-Model-The-role-of-refugee-led-organisations-inSettlement.pdf  ] 

People from refugee backgrounds tend to exhibit lower levels of help seeking and underutilise professional services, such as mental health services.[footnoteRef:4] The factors contributing to this underutilisation include the collective impact of state terrorism and organised violence they have experienced, which instils fear and lack of trust in government, authorities, and institutions; and there is a lack of understanding, particularly among recently arrived community members, of the conceptual frameworks underpinning Australian society, the available systems of supports and how to access them. Given the complex web of interrelated challenges faced by survivors of torture and other trauma, it is essential to have services that comprise a mix of specialised and general services that are accessible, innovative and responsive to the needs and strengths of this diverse client cohort. Refugeeled organisations are particularly well situated to provide these targeted services in culturally and linguistically appropriate approaches, providing support in a safe and trusting environment for their newly-arrived community members.  [4:  Australian Institute of Family Studies, Understanding the mental health and help-seeking behaviours of refugees, July 2022, https://aifs.gov.au/resources/short-articles/understanding-mental-health-and-helpseeking-behaviours-refugees ] 

 
We thank the department for giving our submission due consideration and welcome requests to provide further information on any of the matters raised, including the opportunity to share relevant examples and evaluation reports from our work. 
 
	Vision and outcomes 
Does the new vision reflect what we all want for children and families? 
Are the two main outcomes what we should be working towards for children and families? Why/why not? 
Outcome 1: Parents and caregivers are empowered to raise healthy, resilient children. 
Outcome 2: Children are supported to grow into healthy, resilient adults. 


 
STARTTS gives in-principle support for the vision and main outcomes of the proposed national program. The high-level statements broadly align with the intent and purpose of the program. 
We present some additional matters below for the department to consider as part of its deliberations on the program outcomes and program design.   
Connectedness and relationships 
We make the observation that parents/caregivers and their children are part of broader systems and networks that involve important connections, such as extended family, friends, community and other groups or affiliations. The self-agency of parents/caregivers and their children notwithstanding, these connections are significant because the feeling of connectedness and the quality of these relationships can have a pivotal role – inhibiting or supporting – to achieving either of the two main outcomes of the program. The connection or reconnection of safe, positive, genuine and meaningful relationships are not only an essential element for attaining the outcomes, but also a direct purpose or goal for the children and family services that are provided across this program area. As noted in the department’s evidence summary document, these relationships “are a key protective factor in supporting the wellbeing and resilience of children and families”.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Department of Social Services A new approach to programs for families and children: Evidence Summary, pg 
5. ] 

Diversity and intersectionality 
We strongly support the department’s key finding from the consultation summary, which highlighted  that for some communities, such as Culturally and Linguistically Diverse (CALD) families, there is a   “need for tailored support to access and safely participate in services and programs.”[footnoteRef:6] This must include intersecting and overlapping identities, which can include but are not limited to, gender identity, sexual orientation, disability, religion, ethnicity, sex, age, and socio-economic status.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  Department of Social Services, A new approach to programs for families and children: Consultation Summary, pg 3. ]  [7:  The United Nations. (n.d.). The United Nations Disability Inclusion Strategy. https://www.un.org/en/content/disabilitystrategy/ ] 

While there isn’t direct reference in the program’s vision and outcomes about the need for tailored supports to accommodate for needs of people from diverse backgrounds and identities, it is of critical importance that these are key foundations within the program’s design. We suggest that there are key findings from the department’s consultation summary about this matter that should be adopted in the 
 
program design. As a starting point this would include, that the program design and service delivery must be inclusive, flexible and accessible, and utilise community-led approaches and co-design, and strategies that support this include: 
· Building a more diverse and skilled workforce.  
· Developing a better understanding of different parenting styles and cultural practices.  
· Providing resources and services in multiple languages.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Department of Social Services, A new approach to programs for families and children: Consultation Summary, pg 3. ] 

 
Program structure 
Will a single national program provide more flexibility for your organisation? 
Are there other changes we could make to the program to help your organisation or community overcome current challenges? 
 
STARTTS gives in-principle support for the proposed single national program. Our preliminary view of the proposal is that it has the potential to be a positive development for our organisation. We anticipate that the most likely benefits of having a single approach to grant funding for our organisation would be the following: 
· streamline grant applications and contract reporting, reducing the amount of time required for these activities; 
· provide flexibility and adaptability in our service provision to better meet the needs of clients, should our contract involve the provision of more than one program or service; 
· further develop our relationships with the contract manager and funding body; 
· support the innovation of our services and potential for new grant opportunities, either individually or through partnerships, to complement and enhance the services we currently offer in the existing legacy program area.  
Additionally, we welcome the proposal to provide more funding certainty, possibly through the provision of 5-year contracts. We look forward to confirmation from the department that this will also include timely and transparent indexation of funding, as committed to in the Community Sector Grants Engagement Framework.[footnoteRef:9] We concur that this would really help in terms of sustainability and retention of staff and improve the consistency of services and offer increased continuity for service users.  [9:  Community Sector Grants Engagement Framework, https://www.dss.gov.au/system/files/documents/202502/community-sector-grants-engagement-final.pdf  ] 

We do hold some concerns about the potential impact of a single national approach in a competitive tender and question whether this approach may advantage larger organisations that have the scale to deliver a fuller range of services across multiple geographic locations. Together with the nationalised approach taken for some of the services in the program’s streams, in particular Stream 1: National programs and information services, it may create the situation where smaller organisations like ACCOs and refugee-led organisations are simply “crowded-out” or compelled to minor agency roles in joint partnerships. Other specialist service providers that work with a specific priority population will likely be affected in a similar way. While it is laudable that the Community Sector Grants Engagement 
 
Framework espouses increased sector diversity as a pillar, in the current absence of clear guidance or framework for how this should occur, there is the risk that funding bodies could fall back onto the default view that a large organisation will be more reliable and efficient, and require less monitoring and compliance than a smaller community-based organisation.   
Joint partnerships are important and welcome developments in situations where: they are voluntary and formed through equal-footing with genuine engagement and interest in working together and partnering; it benefits the client through the collaborative delivery of holistic services; and assists the community organisations to reduce costs through the sharing of resources. Auspicing arrangements that come at a cost to the smaller community-based organisation (eg. excessive overheads or administration fees, loss of agency and representation), without genuine capacity building opportunities for that organisation, reflect poorly on the grant application process and do not offer value for money due to the erosion of funding, as a portion of it is diverted to administer the consortium agreement and redirected away from the service provision for clients and communities. 
STARTTS supports increased sector diversity and we consider that it is very important to fund small and emerging refugee and migrant community organisations and support their increased role in the delivery of the services. These organisations play an important role in their communities, including but not limited to fostering social participation, economic wellbeing, independence, personal wellbeing, life satisfaction and community connectedness.[footnoteRef:10] STARTTS believes that supporting the initiative, independence and development of these organisations benefits both their own communities and the wider Australian community. Through the wide-range of activities that refugee and migrant community organisations carry out and the functions they serve in their own communities, they are major contributors to the extension of social inclusion and the growth and maintenance of social capital.  [10:  Refugee Council of Australia, (2014), The strength within: the role of refugee community organisations in settlement, https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2018/12/1405_StrengthWithin_accessible.pdf ] 

While STARTTS understands the challenges faced by funding bodies when considering whether to award funding to small and emerging communities, we believe there are support strategies which can be implemented to support small and emerging community organisations where necessary. Our suggestions for this include: 
· A fair and transparent approach that includes a grant application process that is accessible, in plain language; with selection criteria that gives small and medium sized organisations the opportunity to be successful and recognises their particular expertise. 
· The funding application process should enable and support small and medium sized organisations to apply independently for grants without requiring it to be part of a consortium to be considered competitive.  
· Provide sufficient time for applications to enable all agencies to participate. 
· The department may want to consider the use of prequalification as part of this national program to further streamline the grants application process and reduce the time and resources needed to complete applications. 
 	 
 
Prioritising investment 
Do you agree that the four priorities listed on page 4 are the right areas for investment to improve outcomes for children and families? 
Are there any other priorities or issues you think the department should be focussing on? 
 
STARTTS gives in-principle support for the four priorities for investment to improve outcomes for children and families. 
In relation to: 
1. Invest early to improve family wellbeing, break cycles of disadvantage, and reduce the need for later interventions – like child protection.[footnoteRef:11]   [11:  Department of Social Services, ‘A new approach to programs for families and children’: Discussion Paper, pg 4 ] 

STARTTS supports the prioritisation of investing early. It is important that flexibility is also built-in, to enable services to provide support to people at different points when needs may arise for them, including the ability for a person to re-engage and access the same services that they have established safety and trust with.  
Through our practice and experience working with people from refugee backgrounds, we know that the journey to recovery and settlement in Australia is individual and not linear and requires a service response that is a match with their lived-reality. We note that these comments are aligned with what the department heard in its earlier consultations – “the value of proportionate universalism”[footnoteRef:12] – and we lend our voice in the call for the department to adopt this in the policy settings of the program.  [12:  Consultation summary pg 8 ] 

In relation to:  
3. Ensure services are informed by, and respond to, community needs.[footnoteRef:13]   [13:  Department of Social Services, ‘A new approach to programs for families and children’: Discussion Paper, pg 4 ] 

STARTTS is strongly supportive of the need for services to be informed by community needs. Equally, it is important to be explicit and for the services to also be informed by community strengths and assets, so not to be couched into taking a deficit approach to working with communities. Additionally, we suggest that this could be expanded further to make it explicit that services must ensure the services that are provided are accessible to the community they serve. This approach may require the use of more inclusive, participatory and collaborative means of service design and delivery that might not be adequately expressed by the current wording and the specific use of “informed by”.  
In the case for people from refugee backgrounds, it means that in order for a service provider to meet this community’s need for services, it needs to have good cultural match and understanding of its strengths and assets to promote engagement and accessibility. Service providers will need to proactively engage with the community through existing community structures to build trust, rapport and understanding. To be effective, the services they provide need to be culturally relevant, bridging cultural understandings and concepts, and be delivered in-language, using bicultural workers, interpreters and translated material. 
 	 
 
Improving family wellbeing 
Do the proposed focus areas – like supporting families at risk of child protection involvement and young parents – match the needs or priorities of your service? 
Are there other groups in your community, or different approaches, that you think the department should consider to better support family wellbeing? 
 
STARTTS is of the view that the focus areas are a suitable way to establish the priorities of service provision, as long as they are not rigidly applied and restrict access for other client groups that may fall outside of the stated key areas of interest. The stated key areas of interest are not a mirror-match to the needs and priorities of our service as we are not typically defined as a children and families service, which again highlights the need for taking a flexible approach to addressing the priority and the key areas of interest. 
STARTTS asks the department to give consideration to the different approaches that are required to better support family wellbeing for people from CALD backgrounds, particularly for people from refugee backgrounds. For refugee communities in particular, for whom developing trust and a sense of safety is a vital issue, it is particularly important that services are provided in a culturally and linguistically sensitive manner. Some of the issues that contribute to lack of access and appropriate service provision for individuals and families from CALD and refugee backgrounds include: 
· lack of access to interpreters and/or bilingual staff which can significantly limit access to family and children services 
· services may not be culturally sensitive or appropriate for people of different cultural and religious backgrounds, which means they will be unlikely to access those services 
· service providers are often not aware of the particular issues facing refugees, and in particular torture and trauma survivors  
· service providers are often not aware of the levels of trauma experienced by many refugees, and the impact this trauma may have on children, youth, parents and family dynamics, and how it may manifest itself 
· lack of understanding of the role of support services and fear of authorities and governmentfunded services by CALD and refugee families, particularly fear of children being taken away, which can inhibit families from seeking support at an early stage 
Apart from ensuring equity of service provision and addressing any issues at an early stage, ensuring access to appropriate services for CALD and refugee communities is also important from a social inclusion point of view, and to support individuals, families and communities to feel part of Australian society.  
 
 	 
Connected, co-located, and integrated services 
What would you highlight in a grant application to demonstrate a service is connected to the community it serves? 
What should applicants be assessed on? 
 
As we have noted in other parts of this submission, STARTTS proposes that refugee-led organisations should have an increased role in the delivery of services. These organisations have a direct connection to the communities they serve and are well-placed to provide accessible services that are relevant and effective for community members.  
We acknowledge that there will be a range of different partnership arrangements within a diverse field of grant applicants, and grassroots community-based and community-led organisations will not be an applicant or represented in all of these scenarios. To assist with assessing the connection that grant applicants have with the community that they would like to provide services to, we provide some suggestions below for the department’s consideration. 
· Demonstration of links with either members of those communities or with community organisations that are representative of the diversity in the community. Evidence for this may include documentation from previous work and projects, other statements that detail any current or previous partnership and work with the community.  
· Demonstration of an awareness and understanding of the diversity of the community (eg. CALD, refugee and/or asylum seeking backgrounds and other intersecting and overlapping identities, including but not limited to, gender identity, sexual orientation, disability, religion, ethnicity, sex, age, and socio-economic status).  
· Demonstration of an understanding of and plan to work with a community’s strengths and assets, to work out with them how to build upon these to address the challenges and needs that the community experiences. 
· That the design of the national program has the scope for the inclusion of performance indicators and outcomes on access and equity of services provided. 
· Plans that outline clear actions to address access and equity matters for diverse community members, which may include: 
· A commitment to the equity of outcomes for all clients, and how this will inform the design of the service provision and the operations of the organisation.  
· Use and collection of the service’s access and equity data, including how it will be used to report on access and equity milestones, measure performance and outcomes, and improve the effectiveness and accessibility of services. 
· A plan for ongoing engagement and consultation with the community. 
· Service delivery strategies that are relevant to a particular group in order to guarantee appropriate levels of support and avoid employing a one size fits all approach. 
· Increased staff resources and mandated training for line managers and frontline staff eg. cross cultural training, knowledge and skills for working with specific community groups, training on the use of interpreters and effective communication. 

Page | 1   
Page | 1   
Page | 1   
Responding to community need 
Beyond locational disadvantage, what other factors should the department consider to make sure funding reflects the needs of communities? 
What’s the best way for organisations to show in grant applications, that their service is genuinely meeting the needs of the community? 
 
The use of key data sources that provide measures of locational disadvantage can benefit from further analysis to identify the individuals and groups within the community to better target services. People from refugee backgrounds are not well represented in key data sources. This is because data on CALD and refugee background are not recorded routinely and consistently across key data holdings and among government and non-government service providers. This issue has been highlighted repeatedly in inquiries and reviews, most recently in the area of mental health services, where the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) has identified refugees as one of the specific cohorts where data is not currently available for national reporting purposes.[footnoteRef:14]  [14:  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Productivity Commission Submission: Inquiry into the Economic Impacts of Mental Ill-Health, April 2019, https://www.pc.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/240965/sub370mental-health.pdf  ] 

The AIHW has since 2022, through funding by the Department of Home Affairs, worked on developing datasets and information that will help to build a more comprehensive picture of the health and welfare status of refugees and humanitarian entrants. The aim of this data linkage project is to provide more data to potentially identify areas of need. [footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Culturally and linguistically diverse Australians, Refugee and 
humanitarian entrant health, https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/population-groups/caldaustralians/refugee-and-humanitarian-entrant-health  ] 

STARTTS takes a localised approach to understanding community strengths and needs, through the specialist work that we undertake. We work to build a relationship established on trust, reciprocity and mutual respect so that we can start to have discussions about their individual and community strengths, assets and needs, and how we can help. This consultative approach gives voice to the community, providing them with a chair at the table to design service interventions that is respectful, speaks to the community and is effective. 
Community consultations are an essential tool that we utilise to improve our services and our relationships with refugee communities. Community consultations are an ongoing process, and we use a number of formal and informal community consultation and participation strategies.[footnoteRef:16] They are used to ensure that our services are accessible and equitably provided to communities. Furthermore, it assists us to develop a knowledge base of the community, including a community’s needs, priorities, issues, strengths, resources, culture, structure, understanding of counselling and mental health.  [16:  We have a number of community consultation reports that we can share with the department by request. ] 

STARTTS suggests that evidence of community engagement, like meetings and community consultations that document the discussion and outcomes, is just the first step for organisations to demonstrate a genuine approach to understanding community needs. The grant application may also consider an organisation’s track record for meeting community needs through acceptance of material that reference in far more detail current or completed contracts, such as the supply of quarterly, half yearly and/or annual reports.  
 
Improving outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families 
How could the grant process be designed to support and increase the number of ACCOs delivering services to children and families? 
 
While STARTTS does not provide services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and families, we would like to share what we have learned from our experience working with refugee-led organisations, as this information may assist the grant process design to support the increased involvement of ACCOs.  
Refugee-led organisations, like ACCOs, play an important role in their communities. Most refugee-led organisations are small organisations that are run by community members, frequently in a voluntary capacity, and it is common for the work that they do to support their communities to be unfunded or not formally acknowledged.[footnoteRef:17] As refugee-led organisations are embedded within their communities, they have better reach and engagement with their communities than mainstream or other services, and add significant value to the funding they receive to provide services. A recent report by the Refugee Communities Advocacy Network (RCAN) undertook analysis of Afghan-led organisations and found that they, “added value through reducing service duplication, low overhead costs, efficient use of funds to maximise impact in the community and offering culturally competent services which facilitated access to eligible community members.”[footnoteRef:18]   [17:  Hugo, G., (2011), Economic, Social and Civic Contribution of First and Second Generation Humanitarian Entrants, Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC). 
https://library.bsl.org.au/jspui/bitstream/1/2544/1/Economic-social-civic-contributions.pdf ]  [18:  Refugee Communities Advocacy Network, 2023, Inclusive Settlement Funding Model: The Role of RefugeeLed Organizations in Settlement, August 2023, https://www.refugeecouncil.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2016/05/Inclusive-Settlement-Funding-Model-The-role-of-refugee-led-organisations-in-
Settlement.pdf  
Page | ] 

The following suggestions for improving the design of the grant program are informed by RCAN’s report and our work with refugee-led organisations, and these may be similarly beneficial and supportive for the participation of ACCOs. Refugee-led organisations can be supported to increase their involvement in service delivery through a range of strategies that include: improving the accessibility of the funding application process, provision of direct support during the funding application process, quarantining funds specifically for refugee-led organisations, and the increased provision of individualised capacity and capability building opportunities for refugee-led organisations. 
At the request of the department, we can share more detailed information about our extensive experience and successes working with refugee-led organisations across multiple work areas and projects, including: capacity building, grant application support, and auspicing and joint-partnership arrangements for grant applications and service delivery.  
 	 
 
Measuring outcomes 
What types of data would help your organisation better understand its impact and continuously improve its services? 
What kinds of data or information would be most valuable for you to share, to show how your service is positively impacting children and families? 
If your organisation currently reports in the Data Exchange (DEX), what SCORE Circumstances domain is most relevant to the service you deliver? 
What kinds of templates or guidance would help you prepare strong case studies that show the impact of your service? 
 
STARTTS is committed to the evaluation of the programs we provide and measuring the impact of our services and the outcomes it achieves for clients. 
In addition to our participation in the performance monitoring framework and data reporting required by the funding bodies we are engaged with, STARTTS has internal Evaluation Officer positions who evaluate various elements of our grant-funded projects. At STARTTS, we utilise concepts of wellbeing and social capital to formulate the evaluation plans for these projects. The STARTTS Social Capital framework was co-designed by STARTTS staff, refugee community leaders and UNSW; and is specific to Social Capital in resettlement context for communities from refugee backgrounds.[footnoteRef:19] We would welcome the opportunity to share some of our evaluation reports to demonstrate our approach and how we utilise it to inform and improve on our work.  [19:  Bartolomei, L., Pittaway, E., Doney G. & Ward, K. (2014), The glue that binds: Designing and evaluating projects to increase social capital in refugee communities in Australia, Outcomes of the social capital research project, https://startts.org.au/media/Linda-Bartolomei_STARTTS-CD-Evening-Presentation_7th-Aug-2014.pdf  20 Department of Social Services, ‘A new approach to programs for families and children’: Discussion Paper, pg 
7. ] 

 
We are familiar with Data Exchange (DEX) and SCORE, most significantly, as part of the reporting requirements of the Settlement Engagement and Transition Support (SETS) program, for which we receive grant funding from the Department of Home Affairs. As a requirement of the SETS program funding, we complete the SCORE measure across multiple domains for the individual and community functions depending on the service provided. DEX reporting periods are 6-monthly and additionally for SETS, we provide qualitative and narrative aspects of our service provision as part of the Activity Work Plan reporting annually. 
 
We understand that the intention is to utilise DEX and SCORE for outcomes reporting for this single national program and to use it to “track what’s working, and improve services to better meet the needs of communities.”20 There are a number of matters that we would like to raise for the department’s consideration in relation to our experience with DEX and SCORE, and the plan to utilise it for this program. 
 
a) People with limited or no proficiency in English, are unable to complete the SCORE assessment independently. There are no standardised translations of the SCORE assessment in different languages. While organisations can choose to commission their own translations or use interpreters to assist service users, this can result in inconsistent interpretations across the 
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different services and varying cultural interpretations. Furthermore, the wording of the SCORE questions and response options are difficult for people who have low proficiency in English to understand. 
 
b) In its current design, there are limitations with DEX and SCORE that results in it being wellsuited for some types of programs but less effective for others. We understand that SCORE domains and measures are necessarily generalised to suit the application of it for a variety of service types to provide a consistent measure. However, this can and has created situations where SCORE assessments are completed for domains which is not directly related to the type of service provided or its goal. 
 
c) The SCORE reporting can be completed either by the service user or the service provider.[footnoteRef:20] While this is intended to maximise the practicality and convenience of it, it creates inconsistency and reduces the reliability of the data. The lack of clarity provided to organisations regarding how SCORE measures are (or are not) utilised to assess and monitor the performance of services can further erode the reliability of the SCORE data provided by service providers.   [20:  “This may be through a practitioner assessment, a client self-assessment, support person assessment, or a joint assessment.”, from SCORE – at a glance, https://dex.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/202207/1135-doc-score-glance-1.pdf  ] 

 
d) Each of the SCORE domains covers a broad aspect of a person’s life. While Data Exchange Protocol and Program Specific Guidance documents are provided as a resource to guide service providers on how to complete DEX and SCORE, there is insufficient guidance about the nuanced indicators a service provider should look out for that is demonstrative of change experienced by a client, in order to determine the most appropriate scale response for any given SCORE domain. We understand this issue has led to different service providers establishing internal definitions and indicators to use as guide for when a practitioner is completing the SCORE to ensure consistent reporting within their own organisation, but this can create inconsistencies in SCORE reporting across the different service providers in a program area. The cross-provider variability and insufficient linking of the service activities and indicators for client change with the SCORE domain and its scales, impacts upon whether SCORE can be considered an evidence-based representation of a true, accurate, robust and valid measure of change. 
 
e) The SCORE assessment is intended to measure the result of a client’s interaction at a point in time. When paired with other SCORE results for the same client it can be used as a measure of change (outcome) that has been achieved. We suggest that the interpretive value of any change in SCORE results may be limited, and while it may be appropriate to attribute the change to the service that the client was accessing, it does not provide additional insights about how and what specific aspect of the services provided contributed to this change. 
 
f) We agree with comments made by the department, which flagged the need for additional work and discussion with the sector about DEX and SCORE given the intention to use it for this national program. We recommend that there be further collaboration between the department and sector stakeholders about DEX and SCORE with the aims of: 
 
 
I. Clarifying how the department uses DEX and how it looks for them,  
II. Coming to a shared agreement and understanding of what domains apply to which services (including shared understandings of definitions and the applicable indicators),  III. A shared understanding of what is the accurate interpretive value of the dataset, and  
	IV. 	Set clear expectations for how the data will and will not be used to assess the 
performance of a service as part of this national program. 
 
 
Working together 
What does a relational contracting approach mean to you in practice? 
What criteria would you like to see included in a relational contract? 
What’s the best way for the department to decide which organisations should be offered a relational contract? 
Is your organisation interested in a relational contracting approach? Why/why not? 
 
STARTTS commends the department for looking at alternative ways of commissioning and for proposing to offer relational contracting in the new national program. We note that the discussion paper describes relational contracting as, “a flexible approach to commissioning that focuses on shared goals, trust-based partnerships and long-term outcomes.”[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Department of Social Services, ‘A new approach to programs for families and children’: Discussion Paper, pg7. ] 

STARTTS welcomes the initiative and would be interested in a relational contract. The information provided suggests that this approach involves a more active and engaged partnership between the funding body and the service provider, with the funding body demonstrating a deeper investment and interest in working together with the service provider to understand the services that have been commissioned and how it contributes to the outcomes of the program. We believe that this could be a good match for us and for the provision of services for people from refugee backgrounds, as effective service delivery for this cohort looks different to how and what is provided in traditional mainstream services. To better meet the needs of people from refugee backgrounds, which can be diverse and community-specific, there is a need to adapt or augment existing resources and approaches, utilise different modalities and strategies to achieve the same outcomes.  
In this relational contracting approach, we would like to suggest the following practices: 
· Locally engaged contact managers with understanding of the program areas and communities being served 
· Collaborate on identifying outcome measures that are going to be most appropriate for the service-type and which are demonstrative of the outcomes that are actually achieved by it. Noting that current contracts are very transactional and have a focus on the provision of outcomes and outputs that rely principally on quantitative, generalised/best-fit measures.  
We note that what relational contracting ultimately becomes will be dependent on what the department set as the boundaries for engagement and what it is able to invest to make it happen. We would be interested in seeing the department extending the same relational concept into assessment and commissioning. In this similar approach, ‘relational assessment and commissioning’ would involve 
 
discussion and collaboration between the funding body and the service provider as part of the assessment of the tender, and as an example, could involve the assessor or contract manager going out to organisations and see firsthand the work that is happening to understand it. 
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