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Creating fit for purpose 
organisations & healthy, 
sustainable workforces

By Susan Helyar, Director, ACT Council of Social Service Inc.

This topic is timely. ACTCOSS 
recently published our State of the 

Sector Survey, which collated data and 
insights from 166 organisations that 
provide community services, speak 
out on social issues, and represent 
the interests of their members in 
decision-making processes.

We are currently reviewing our 
workforce and organisation capability 
agenda and service offering (including 
seminars, peer networks and resources).

And this journal is published in the 
wake of the release in July of an ACT 
Community Services Industry Strategy 
for 2016-2026 that outlined the 
following vision for community services 
in our city and region:

An inclusive, equitable and sustainable 
Community Services Industry will:

• deliver quality services to create 
more connected communities 
which will support vulnerable 
individuals and families to 
be empowered and to fully 
participate in their communities 
and to take charge of their 
own future

• undertake community 
development to create social 

value, build social capital and 
improve living conditions

• put the needs of our clients and 
communities at the centre of 
everything we do

• be a trusted voice on the needs 
of our communities with a 
strong evidence base that will 
shape policies and engage in 
social planning for the Territory 
and its regions.

We have brought organisation and 
workforce development insights from 
private sector organisations working 
with community organisations 
together with thought leadership 
from the community sector. 
Authors have shared cautionary 
tales about current and future 
challenges and clear advice on how 
to navigate successfully through 
these challenges. 

This journal demonstrates that 
through a period of significant 
disruption to service continuity, 
threats to not for profit business 
models and risks to the supply 
and wellbeing of our workforce, 
community organisations are 
adapting, evolving and renewing. 
Thank you to all our contributors.
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Not for profit organisations proudly balance the 
demands of delivering professional and effective 

services to their communities while running a 
business that achieves a modest surplus to protect 
the viability and sustainability of the organisation. 
Business models and social justice imperatives 
surround our daily lives and weave their way through 
our strategic plans. This balancing act can leave 
staff very vulnerable to overwork and subsequently 
vulnerable to poor wellbeing, poor health, and family 
and relationship problems.

Our organisations have expectations that staff have 
a prescribed workload, conduct a certain number 
of sessions per day, or carry a particular caseload to 
meet benchmarks determined by professional best 
practice standards, client demand, and budgetary 
restraints. Our organisations are coping with long 
waiting lists, funding grants that have 1, 3 or 5 year 
terms which create uncertainty for staff, and the 
endless invitation to managers to do ‘more with less’. 
Managers are paid and skilled at managing these 
competing demands. However, literature abounds 
with information about community sector staff 
burnout rates, compassion fatigue and the increase 
of depression in our workforce. Articles describing 
‘What they didn’t tell me at University’ seem to be a 
theme repeated year after year in sector journals.

How do we support healthy work practices in the 
face of heavy and endless client demand—children, 
young people and adults in high need and very 
often living in situations of high risk? All of our staff 
are excellent helpers with high levels of compassion 
and skill. This is what they ‘joined up’ to do. How 
do we support healthy work practices in an ever 
increasing competitive market where there may be a 
larger number of organisations who have managers 
or funding bodies setting the standards, who are 
removed from the staff performing the services? 
How do we continue to push back against the call 
to be innovative and creative, which is sometimes 
code for ‘you need to develop alternative service 
delivery models as there will not be any new or 
increased funding’? 

How can we compete with some larger organisations 
who demand much higher percentage of face to 
face time with clients, accepting the burnout rates of 
staff as acceptable business practices?

How can we develop a robust and sustainable work 
force if we are continually too busy?

Ideas that come to mind are:

1. Ensuring (not just encouraging) staff use their 
leave entitlements and take breaks, including 
industrially required breaks, throughout the day 
to replenish reserves

2. Ensure staff are not talking to clients in distress 
all day… 60% of the working day is enough. 
Our clients’ family, individual and relationship 
circumstances are complex and often dire—5 
hours (out of 7.5 work hours) a day is the limit of 
time we would want staff working directly with 
clients to effect change

3. Ensuring staff do not take work home, or stay late 
or come in early—we only need them to work 
the hours they are paid a salary to work. They 
cannot pay the price for funding shortfalls

4. Ensuring staff know, understand and use the 
employee assistance programs which are in place

5. Ensure managers know, understand and use 
supervision sessions as a time to explore how 
staff are travelling in their professional and 
personal lives

6. Ensure managers continually monitor the work 
patterns of staff for indicators of fatigue that 
the staff member themselves may not be aware 
of… yet

7. Encourage staff to participate in team activities 
and office fun on a regular basis

8. Commit to employing/engaging volunteers/
offer work experience to at least one graduate 
each year in an effort to train our future workforce 
about balancing between client needs and their 
own reserves

9. Using a buddy system of experienced staff 
members with staff members entering the field 
to provide support and the exchange of tips 
and techniques. 

All of the above takes time, determination, and 
ongoing commitment and monitoring. The 
investment in workforce development is critical in 
all areas, and the gift of training excellent, healthy 

How can NFPs support healthy work practices?
By Mary Pekin & Lee-Ann Akauola, Relationships Australia Canberra & Region
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The community services sector 
is a major employer in Australia, 

and the workforce is expected to 
grow strongly for the foreseeable 
future. This growth is being driven 
by a range of factors including 
an ageing population, and the 
expansion in disability support 
through the National Disability 
Insurance Scheme (NDIS). 

The problem is that we can’t 
expect to automatically attract, 
and hold on to, enough people 
with the right skills, just because 
we have jobs available. The 
community sector is competing 
with health and aged care for 
workers with similar skills and 
attributes, and depending on the 
location, community organisations 
may also be competing with other 
industries such as tourism or the 
public sector. 

This paper touches on some of the 
industrial relations settings that 
need attention if they are going 
to enable rather than constrain 
sustainable workforce strategies.

Recruitment & retention
What do community sector 
employers have to offer that will 

attract good people, and help us to 
keep the workers we already have?

One of the sector’s biggest 
strengths is the work itself. We 
know that effective not for profit 
organisations have workers 
who love being able to make a 
positive difference in people’s lives. 
They are loyal to their employer 
because of shared values and 
a genuine commitment to the 
organisation’s mission.

But how do we attract and retain 
ever growing numbers of skilled 
workers, if the jobs on offer are 
casual (in disability services) or 
on short fixed term contracts 
(in government funded social 
welfare services)? Why would 
people with good skills put up 
with employment conditions 
which assume a culture of unpaid 
overtime, and employers who are 
under pressure to penny pinch on 
employee entitlements because 
of underfunding? 

Short term funding arrangements 
continue to undermine the ability 
of the sector to offer reasonable 
job security for recruitment and 
retention of skilled workers.

Wages 
In recent years pay rates in the 
sector have improved. Pay is not 
the major barrier to recruitment 
and retention that was the case 
in 2010. This is due to the Equal 
Remuneration Order (ERO)—the 
pay increases that were granted 
to SACS workers and are being 
phased in during 2012-2020. 
The ERO followed a case run by 
unions, and generally supported 
by community sector employers, 
which convinced the Fair Work 
Commission that wage rates 
in the sector were too low 
because of the gender-based 
undervaluation of caring work. 
The Gillard government lent 
crucial support by committing 
to funding any increases that 
were awarded.

The ERO is assisting with 
recruitment and retention by 
increasing wage rates between 
now and 2020. But what happens 
after 2020? 

Figure 1 compares wage rates for 
a graduate social worker in the 
public sector with wage rates in 
the community sector. It assumes 
typical public sector wage 

employees providing outstanding services to the 
community sector will enhance the effectiveness of 
our sector for our clients and the attractiveness of 
our sector to our staff. 

It is up to all organisations to resource managers 
to prioritise staff wellbeing, and to provide the 
opportunities for staff to protect themselves from 
burnout and compassion fatigue. What will your 
organisation do today? 

Relationships Australia Canberra & Region:  
www.racr.relationships.org.au 

Building a sustainable workforce in the 
community sector
By Michael Pegg, Industrial Relations Manager, Jobs Australia

1300 364 277
www.racr.relationships.org.au

Our Services 

How to find out more

Relationships Australia Canberra & Region 

provides services at a number of locations in 

Canberra and the surrounding region.

Please contact us to make an appointment or 
find out more about our services.

 
Phone:       1300 364 277 or (02) 6122 7100

Email:       enquiries@racr.relationships.org.
au

Website:   www.racr.relationships.org.au

Address:   15 Napier Close, Deakin ACT

Relationships Australia Canberra & Region is proud to 
be a Human Rights compliant organisation

Relationships Australia offers a wide range of 
services for individuals, couples and families to 

help you build stronger relationships.

Trauma informed services

We offer specialist trauma counselling and 
support services for Forgotten Australians, 
people impacted by the Stolen Generations 
policies, Former Child Migrants, and for people 
who experienced sexual abuse as a child while 
under the responsibility of an institution. 

LGBTIQ
We openly welcome people from LGBTIQ 
communities. Our focus is relationships 
and working with you to resolve any issues 
impacting you in any domain of your life. 

Workplace services
Relationships Australia offers a range of 
workplace services for organisations and their 
employees, to aid them in resolving work 
related and/or personal problems that impact 
on their lives, including counselling, consultation 
services and mediation.

Services for Children, Young People and their 
families
We provide a range of services to support 
children, young people and their families at 
different stages of their lives. 



4 ACT Council of Social Service Inc.

increases through enterprise 
bargaining of around 1% per 
annum more than the national 
wage increase for award pay rates 
(based on history).

By 2020, the ERO significantly, but 
not completely, closes the gap 
with public sector wage rates. But 
after 2020, wages become less 
competitive again in the absence 
of any meaningful capacity to 
bargain around higher wages.

Jobs Australia acts as an employer 
association for community sector 
employers. So why would an 
employer representative make an 
argument in support of paying 
higher wages? Isn’t that the job of 
the unions? 

The reason is simple. In 2010, 
the sector was increasingly 
concerned about a crisis in 
recruitment and retention due 
to wages that were simply 
uncompetitive. We are heading 
towards the same situation within 
a few years after 2020 because 
nothing has happened to support 
a framework for bargaining in the 
government funded community 
sector. If anything, the trend is in 
the other direction. 

For example, the current pricing 
for NDIS makes assumptions 
about labour costs which rely on 
the modern award minimum. This 

means the current NDIS pricing 
model has built in a structural 
barrier to bargaining for higher 
wages. Furthermore, indexation 
of government funding for 
social welfare and community 
development generally does not 
keep pace with award increases, 
let alone enable pay increases 
through bargaining. Where 
bargaining has occurred in the 
community sector, it is usually 
around wage rates equal to or 
only marginally above the award.

Modern award review
Wages are by no means the 
whole story. In 2016 the modern 
award review started to examine 
a range of award conditions that 
are of great significance to the 
SACS sector. 

As an example, employers have 
been arguing that the award 
as it stands creates a perverse 
incentive to casualise the type 
of work that is rapidly growing 
under NDIS—individualised 
support in the home or 
community. This makes no sense 
because the work is expected 

to be long term and relatively 
secure. Most core disability work 
will have a reasonable degree 
of predictability around hours, 
but there will also need to be a 
degree of flexibility in order to 
support client choice and control. 
But because the award does 
not permit any flexibility in how 
the employment contract sets 
hours of work for a permanent 
employee, casual employment 
is the only option available. 
Employers have argued for the 
award to allow a more flexible 
form of permanent employment 
so that the doubling of the 
disability workforce does not 
need to be based on an army of 
workers with no paid leave or 
job security. 

The modern award review has 
a long way to go and 2017 
promises to be interesting from 
that perspective. 

Conclusion
Most employers in the sector 
work hard at developing 
good people management 
practices that assist them to 
be good employers. They do 
this for ethical reasons and also 
as part of a strategy around 
recruitment and retention, and 
building a committed, high 
performance workforce. 

But building a sustainable 
workforce can be undermined by 
funding approaches that don’t 
allow for competitive wages and 
employment conditions, and by 
industrial instruments that are not 
‘fit for purpose’ for this sector.

Jobs Australia: www.ja.com.au 

Figure 1: Wages during and after ERO.
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Who hasn’t struggled at some stage with 
challenging relationships in the workplace? 

It could be your boss, a subordinate or even 
someone from another area of your organisation 
that you have to work with to get a specific project 
completed. When you consider that most of us 
spend around 50% of our waking hours at our place 
of employment, it’s not surprising that conflict 
occurs (especially when so few of us get to choose 
our colleagues). 

Before examining unhealthy workplace conflict, it’s 
important to realise that not all conflict is inherently 
negative. The ability of an organisation to promote 
diversity of opinion and foster constructive debate 
in an atmosphere of mutual respect can potentially 
drive performance and promote innovation. 

But when conflict is badly managed, or unmanaged, 
the cost to productivity, employee wellbeing, 
organisational reputation and financial bottom 
line can be enormous. Some experts believe 
that unresolved conflict represents the largest 
reducible cost in many businesses, yet remains 
largely unrecognised.1  

There are a number of reasons why workplace 
conflict is handled poorly. Often people have the 
desire, but not the necessary skills, to navigate 
through challenging interpersonal relationships. 
Avoidance can be a common response, one that 
can fail spectacularly when issues finally flare 
up, transforming initial difference of opinion or 
approach into much bigger disputes. In many cases, 
unresolved conflict becomes too much for one or 
more of the parties to manage, leading to outbursts 
(or patterns) of unacceptable conduct. 

Other typical reactions to unresolved conflict 
include increased absences and sick leave, staff 
voting with their feet and leaving, individuals 
engaging in ‘tactical disobedience’, the lodging of 
formal grievances, or in extreme cases, sabotage, 
compensation claims and lawsuits.

Part of the solution to counter the escalation of 
conflict is to place a powerful and continued 
emphasis on early intervention strategies. This starts 

with regular monitoring and dialogue around 
behaviours in the workplace, not waiting until acts 
or omissions have tipped over into the ‘problem’ 
category. I commonly ask organisations experiencing 
high levels of unhealthy conflict whether: 

• They have clear and concise values that current 
staff have had input into creating

• If those values are regularly and publically 
referenced in making important 
organisational decisions 

• They are normalised through mechanisms such 
as discussion in arenas like team meetings (not 
just as ‘tick box’ interview questions for potential 
new hires or assessing candidates for promotion).

I list early intervention as a ‘golden rule’ in effectively 
managing workplace conflict as ‘… the key to 
controlling the cost associated with workplace 
conflict is to address disputes early in their life cycle 
before they escalate beyond an organisation’s ability 
to effectively intervene.’ 2 

A measure all organisations can implement to better 
manage conflict is to have brief grievance policies 
and processes, written in plain language, that are 
regularly updated which emphasise a range of 
options and stages in the handling of conflict. The 
setting of timeframes, defined roles and proper 
procedural fairness considerations are also critical 
from a risk management perspective.

Common mistakes that I have seen, especially in 
larger organisations, include: having too many 
policies and procedures that don’t integrate with 
each other (or other relevant documents); having 
well-crafted policies that aren’t readily accessible 
or even known of by staff; and, inadequate support 
from the organisation in their implementation. 
In fact, having ‘supportive infrastructure’ beyond 
written policy is another key element in dealing with 
unhealthy conflict. 

The best policies and procedures are also 
undermined if leaders and managers don’t model 
respectful behaviours and demonstrate that 
non-adherence to organisational values will have 

Some organisational responses to 
managing conflict in the workplace
By James Judge, CEO, Australian Human Resource Professionals
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important consequences. The old saying goes 
that ‘the fish rots from the head’. Unfortunately, 
not all organisations have a homogeneous set of 
leaders with the self-awareness, skills or perhaps 
willingness to set such an example. In this sense it is 
essential to build capacity and seek buy-in from your 
leadership cohort. 

It’s desirable for everyone in an organisation to be 
equipped to manage conflict in a healthy fashion, 
especially when cost effective methods exist, to both 
ensure familiarity with basic methods of dealing 
with conflict and to provide a shared language with 
which to have difficult discussions. 

It’s important to recognise that human beings are 
complex and that organisations need to have other 
policies and procedures in place to address external 
factors that can often contribute to workplace 
conflict (e.g. mental health, family violence, etc.). An 
initial measure to establish a base line, especially 
for smaller organisations without strong in-house 
capacity, is to have an external provider perform a 
human resources audit for you. 

Even if you a junior manager, there may be things 
you have control over that can be explored to reduce 
potential conflicts in your team. A contributing factor 
in some workplace conflicts is a lack of role clarity. 
Questions to ask here include: 

• What do they think they should be doing? 

• What do you think they should be doing? 

• What do others understand that they should 
be doing? 

Closely aligned to this is whether there are 
clear reporting relationships. If the answer is no, 
you are setting yourself up for potential future 
misunderstandings. 

A breakdown in communication, or 
miscommunication, regularly surfaces as an issue 
in workplace mediations I have conducted (this 
topic warrants another article). A lack of fairness or 
input into decision-making processes and perceived 
preferential treatment, or perceived inconsistencies 
in these processes, is sometimes a causal factor. 
Transparency, consistency and inclusion would be 
three concepts to think about here.

The need to implement regular, robust and effective 
performance management practices is also critical in 
preventing or mitigating conflict. This is something 
I have seen a reluctance to seriously implement, 
especially in the public sector. If ignored, this can 

become what I describe as the perfect ‘double-
whammy’. This is the situation where:

a. An employee is permitted to get away with poor 
conduct and/or performance over months or 
years (effectively ‘unmanaged’)

b. Their behaviours consequently impact other staff 
(and possibly clients and external stakeholders) 
reaching a point where

c. Ill-will intensifies to the point where open conflict 
erupts requiring

d. The intervention of a manager. 

The eventual action to address the matter then 
results in further conflict, here between (at least) 
the supervisor and subordinate involved, frequently 
accompanied by the lodging of a bullying or 
harassment claim. Act early to avoid the complicated 
and possibly costly events that follow.

Two other major triggers for conflict deserving 
mention are major change (or projected change) and 
when you have unmanaged internal competition for 
limited resources. Lastly is the case of the corporate 
sociopath (another article).

Here are some other approaches (in no particular 
order) that you may want to consider to prevent 
unhealthy conflict from occurring:

• Make it a personal priority to develop a deeper 
understanding of the work habits, aspirations 
and personal styles of your staff and colleagues. 
Consider using a tool like the Team Management 
Profile or similar to gain an objective perspective

• Develop your people management skills, 
regularly talk to staff and listen carefully to what 
you are hearing. Hold regular team meetings and 
observe how people interact

• Set aside time every week when your door is 
open and anyone can come and talk to you. 
Schedule regular social events (consider part-time 
staff or others working flexible arrangements 
when you do this)

• Establish ground rules and clear expectations 
around role responsibilities, reporting 
relationships and decision-making processes

• Promote desired workplace behaviours by 
modelling them yourself. Act quickly in a 
procedurally fair manner when you perceive 
major or consistent breaches of established 
values and codes of conduct
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The National Disability 
Insurance Scheme (NDIS) 

has brought widespread change 
to the disability sector, and the 
nature of support work has 
changed. Over the course of 
our work supporting over 50 
organisations with their transition 
to the NDIS, we have found that 
organisations are reviewing 
and reinventing the support 
worker role. 

From the basics of an 
organisation’s workforce structure 
to the one-on-one relationship 
between support worker and 
client, the support worker’s 
role has been redefined. The 
NDIS has brought ‘choice and 
control’ to participants, who are 
now customers, able to choose 
both the organisation and the 
individual who provides their 
care and support. This introduces 
new responsibilities to a support 

worker’s role. At the same time, it 
creates an evolving relationship 
with NDIS participants and 
presents a range of new 
challenges for both organisations 
and their workforce.

Prior to the NDIS, support workers 
provided their services under 
the auspices of charity, with their 
clients as beneficiaries of the 
service. With the introduction of 
the NDIS, participants are able 
to purchase these beneficial, 
charitable services. Transforming 
a charitable service into a 
purchasable one changes the 
nature of the worker-client 
relationship. For example, one 
organisation has been operating 
a ‘free to participants’ transport 
service. After they implemented 
a modest fee for the transport 
service, suddenly complaints 
rolled in regarding the poor 
punctuality and availability of 

Redefining the role of the support worker
By Andrew Sykes, RSM Canberra Director

the service. Service users will 
accept very different standards 
from ‘free, benevolent and 
volunteer’ services compared 
to services they pay for. NDIS 
participants are building their 
own capacity and becoming an 
empowered customer. 

The NDIS enables support workers 
to do what they do best—
support people with a disability 
in making choices and having 
control over their own lives. With 
this focus on self-determination, 
the NDIS encourages workers 
to foster independence in 
participants. It raises a challenging 
question for support workers—
how much do you do for 
someone versus how much do 
you support them in building 
capacity to do it themselves? It’s 
challenging for some support 
workers and families to stand back 
and not step in.

• Think of ways you can actively promote diversity 
in your workplace. Practice participatory decision 
making wherever possible. Introduce flexibility 
(when it’s important and possible)

• Check that you have relevant, clear, concise and 
current human resource policies and procedures. 
Make sure that your employees know what is 
in them

• Think about the development of your staff. 
If you have a flat structure, consider getting 
people working together on projects, promote 
mentoring, consider job or task rotation

• If you don’t have internal capacity, use external 
providers in a targeted fashion to build it. It’s 
cheaper than the alternative

• Gain insight into how other stakeholders find 
your staff. Don’t do it as a one-off.

Australian Human Resource Professionals Pty Ltd: 
www.ahrp.com.au 

 
1. Slaikeu, KA & Hasson, RH 1998, Controlling the Costs of 
Conflict: How to Design a System for Your Organization, Jossey-
Bass, San Francisco.

2. Thomas, R 2002, Conflict Management Systems: A 
Methodology for Addressing the Cost of Conflict in the 
Workplace, Mediate.com, accessed 14 November 2016, 
<http://www.mediate.com/articles/thomasr.cfm>.
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The effect that this change 
has on the role of support 
workers is profound. Rather than 
answering to their respective 
organisations, support workers 
are becoming directly and 
personally accountable for the 
quality of their work to the client, 
and the first point of contact 
with any complaints or queries. 
At the same time, the worker is 
having to manage organisational, 
management, administrative and 
structural changes. Supporting 
your workforce through this 
change will ensure you are able 
to retain your strong workers 
and build the capacity of your 
entire organisation. 

Prospering under the new system 
involves workers acquiring three 
key skill sets: 

• Customer service skills. 
Now that support workers 
answer directly to their 
clients, workers will benefit 
from strong customer service 
skills training. Having an 
organisation adopt a customer 
service sensibility and building 
this into organisation and 
team processes will focus 
your service delivery around 
meeting your customer 
or client’s needs. Strong 
customer service skills include 
planning and meeting 
participant goals, meeting 
service commitments, 
representing the organisation 
appropriately, being attentive, 
consistent and responsive, 
being accountable to the 
client and knowledgeable 
about their situation, and 
how the organisation can 
support them

• Client management skills. 
Empowering your workforce 
with the ability to develop and 
build relationships will make a 
significant difference to your 
service quality. Respecting 
an individual’s choice, 
seeking agreement and 
enabling self-determination 
are fundamental client 
management skills that 
successful workers will 
employ in building trusted 
relationships. Having strong 
skills at managing behaviour, 
expectations, and diffusing 
and de-escalating conflict 
are vital aspects of the 
worker’s toolkit

• Time management skills. 
Under the NDIS, organisations 
are paid an hourly rate for their 
services, where previously 
they were given block 
funding. In the past, workers 
were not typically measured 
on their hourly output. Now 
that each participant has most 
of their supports funded on 
an hourly basis, measuring 
performance back against a 
timeframe is a crucial element 
of client management. 
Rostering, planning and 
staff utilisation are vital in 
order for the organisation’s 
resources to be distributed 
to best advantage. Managing 
timesheets and administrative 
elements such as reporting is 
a critical element in delivering 
a strong service offering. This 
is challenging for most people 
to master.

Successful transitioning 
organisations are planning 
change management 

appropriately and using best 
practice methodologies in order 
to retain their workforce and 
build capacity, for their own 
future and for the future of their 
clients. ‘Resilience’ is a term 
sometimes overused, but your 
workforce will need to be resilient 
to weather the enormous change 
across the sector. Building your 
workforce’s capacity to adapt to 
change, accept accountability 
and responsibility for the client 
relationship while simultaneously 
developing patience, 
attentiveness and empathy 
in their service delivery is a 
significant challenge. Additionally, 
restructures, staff utilisation 
reviews, and administrative 
changes are proving significant 
hurdles for workers to tackle. 

Through focusing on the 
development of their respective 
workforces, we have helped not 
for profit organisations thrive 
in the new NDIS ‘fee for service’ 
marketplace. It goes without 
saying that in a service delivery 
organisation, your reputation and 
success relies on your people. For 
a bright future, we recommend 
that organisations build the 
capacity of their workforce in the 
same way the NDIS is building 
the capacity of participants.

RSM: www.rsm.com.au 
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The Youth Worker Practice Network is a 
community of practice for youth workers in 

the ACT, coordinated by the Youth Coalition, and 
advised by a steering group of experienced youth 
work practitioners from a range of community 
organisations and youth programs.

The Youth Worker Practice Network was officially 
launched in September 2015 in response to an 
identified need for frontline youth workers in the 
ACT community sector to further develop their 
professional skills and knowledge, and engage 
in reflective practice, while being supported by 
experienced practitioners from across the youth 
sector. The Youth Coalition’s 2010 Youth Sector 
Workforce Profile found that less than 25% of ACT 
Youth Sector workers had access to mentoring 
opportunities. While most workers had an interest 
in accessing more training and professional 
development activities, over 50% identified cost as a 
barrier to participating in professional development. 

Frontline youth workers are able to join the network 
for $10, then access free member sessions (held 
monthly) as well as access discounts for one-off 
workshops or training. Members of the Youth Worker 
Practice Network form professional connections with 
practitioners from a variety of organisations, and 
engage in peer-to-peer learning as well as reflection 
on individual practice. 

The Youth Worker Practice Network cultivates a 
‘high value for time’ principle, ensuring that the time 
members allocate to being involved in the network 
will see a return on investment through:

• Improved individual practice

• A better informed and more cohesive 
youth sector

• Opportunities for support and mentoring, leading 
to a reduction of ‘burnout’ and increased staff 
retention across the youth sector

• Improved outcomes for the programs that 
members work in and the young people 
they support.

Currently, over 60 frontline youth workers in the 
ACT are members of the network, representing 25 
organisations and programs. At a recent member 

session, youth workers were asked to reflect on their 
involvement in the Youth Worker Practice Network 
over its first year, and how it has influenced their 
practice. Following are some of the comments made 
by youth workers about what they have found to be 
most valuable for them personally: 

Developing a unified approach for 
youth work across the ACT 
‘We all receive the same training and information, 
which means more consistent information can be 
shared with client.’

‘I’m more confident our information is up to date and 
reflects current best practice.’

‘We can discuss things that we are stuck on (with 
clients/programs) and get advice on how to progress 
or where we could try a new approach.’

Making connections with the sector 
‘We are developing a strong network for referrals, 
sharing ideas on how to address common problems.’

‘I’m more aware of emerging issues that other 
workers and organisations have identified.’

‘As well as the member sessions, I also value the 
social activities the Network facilitates outside of 
work. I come along to those in my own time because 
I value the opportunity to connect with people 
who understand the unique challenges of frontline 
youth work.’

Exchanging self-care practices, ideas, 
and accountability 
‘Everyone brings a sense of humour, encouragement 
to keep making a difference, as well as making this a 
safe place to talk and ask questions.’

‘Being a part of this group is the thing that has kept 
me in my job through a tough year.’

‘I think it is essential for youth workers to belong to 
something, be part of the community.’

‘As a manager, I have made it a priority for my team 
to attend, and I have seen the difference it has made 
in the way they work with young people and as 
a team.’

Youth Worker Practice Network
By Hannah Watts, Sector Development Director, Youth Coalition of the ACT
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When we hear about how 
artificial intelligence 

(AI) and robots will play an 
increasingly important part 
in our future across a wide 
range of human activity, it’s 
understandable that some of us 
conjure up Hollywood inspired 
images of humanlike, physical 
robots which have the ability 
to learn and to be like us (along 
with all our human foibles). 
Often these Hollywood movies 
are cautionary tales. Films like 
Exmachina and I Robot are recent 
examples which come to mind. 

Science fiction literature 
and entertainment and the 
development of science and 
technology are often not that 
far apart and the future may be 
closer than we think.

Recently, as part of a Global 
Leadership Practices Program 
(GLP), we took a small group of 
senior executives to visit Xiaoi, a 
Shanghai based company and 
China’s leading developer in AI, 
virtual customer assistant (VCA) 
and virtual personal assistant 
(VPA) robots or ‘bots’. A bot is 
a term used to describe any 
intelligent system (or machine 
intelligence) that can work 

autonomously. Siri on your 
iPhone is an example of a simple, 
early version of a VPA bot.

Enabled by high end voice 
recognition, intelligent dialog, 
machine learning and semantic 
technologies underpinned 
by extensive domain based 
knowledge bases, VCA bots 
are quickly replacing or 
complementing traditional 
call centres and other forms 
of information brokers and 
information based service 
providers with lower cost, 
consistent, high accuracy, 
high quality, multi-channel 
(phone/app/social media etc.) 
customer engagement and 
service delivery capabilities. 
Easily scalable to meet peaks in 
customer demand, VCA bots are 
becoming a game changer in the 
banking, telecommunications 
and finance sectors, as well as in 
digital government. 

The ‘bot economy’ is upon us 
and according to a recent 2016 
analysis by Citigroup, is growing 
faster than the ‘app economy’ did 
in its early days.

The advent of virtual bots 
and the potential of the fully 

Leading our workforces into the future
By Andrew Simon, Chief Executive, Yellow Edge Performance Architects

‘digital workplace’ are not just 
technological matters. They 
are also matters of leadership 
as the economic challenges, 
ethical dilemmas and workforce 
decisions that the bot economy 
will surface will also be about the 
profound choices we make:

• Choices in relation to the 
kinds of work we choose to do 
and what gets done by bots

• Choices in relation to the 
nature and quality of our 
interactions with public 
service and other institutions 
that have been designed to 
serve us

• Choices in relation to how 
we interact with each 
other as human beings and 
how we get things done 
as communities

• Choices in relation to the 
value we place in human 
experience, learning 
and relationships.

Like most technologies, it is 
difficult to judge bots as either 
good or bad. But like most 
technologies, the deployment 
of bots will definitely have 
consequences. Whether these are 

The Youth Worker Practice Network will continue to 
expand next year, trialling some online engagement 
strategies and continuing to address the emerging 
needs of young people and the youth sector. 
For more information, visit https://members.
youthcoalition.net/ywpn or contact Hannah Watts 
on 02 6247 3540 or hannah@youthcoalition.net. 

Youth Coalition of the ACT: www.youthcoalition.net 
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positive or negative will of course 
depend on many variables. But 
the consequences of technology 
are rarely value neutral.

Leadership, however, is a key 
variable and value in human 
endeavour, and as leaders, we do 
need to consider how we prepare 
the people and organisations 
we lead to be able to shape and 
optimise the benefits of bots and 
other ‘smart agents’ while being 
able to manage their potentially 
negative consequences on 
real people.

Preparing for a future (which 
may already be here) is a task 
of leadership. Here scenario 
planning, war gaming or 
future focused deep dives and 
hypotheticals could all be handy 
approaches to sensitise our 
organisations to possible futures.

But perhaps more importantly, 
we also need to concern 
ourselves with ensuring that 
we have workforces and 
organisations that have the 
capacity to meet technologically 
driven futures based on what 
actually makes us human. 
The pace of technological 
development, including the 
integration of life sciences and 
computer technologies, which 
drive development in AI for 
example, will put increasing 
pressure on many work roles that 
human beings have traditionally 
held. From call centre operators 
to truck drivers to even financial 
brokers, the range of jobs that 
experts anticipate will be carried 
out or replaced by forms of AI 

over the next 10 to 20 years is 
wide. Indeed, the Committee 
for Economic Development 
of Australia (CEDA) estimates 
that that almost five million 
Australian jobs, around 40% of 
the workforce, face the high 
probability of being replaced 
by computers in the next 10 to 
15 years.

This requires us to think about 
some fundamental questions 
about what roles, jobs and 
organisations human beings 
really want for ourselves, and 
how we design and achieve 
this intentionally. 

This means preparing for 
the future by designing our 
organisations to better meet a 
higher human purpose. It means 
that our organisations need to 
be anchored with sound ethical 
foundations to deal with the 
complex dilemmas that hyper 
advanced technology will 
surface. It means developing new 
capabilities and skill sets, most of 
which have yet to be defined. This 
also means building value that is 
based on meaningful and strong 
human interpersonal, as well as 
inter-institutional, relationships. 
And it will almost certainly 
mean delivering real value that 
actually contributes in some way 
to the wellbeing of our clients, 
customers, employees, citizens 
and planet.

These acts of design are acts 
of human leadership. Such 
acts are not targeted at any 

prediction of a particular future, 
for that would be futile given 
the unpredictability of the 
future. Rather, these acts are 
about strengthening our human 
potential and capacity to meet 
any future confidently, including 
an increasingly complex, vexed, 
yet potentially exciting (bot 
filled) one.

Further reading:

• Australia’s future workforce? 
(2015), Committee for 
Economic Development of 
Australia, Melbourne

• The promise of artificial 
intelligence (2016), Centre 
for Data Innovation, 
www.datainnovation.org

• Homo Deus (2016), Yuval Noel 
Harari, Harper, New York.

Andrew Simon is Chief Executive 
of Yellow Edge Performance 
Architects—A company 
dedicated to helping individuals, 
teams and organisations to excel 
in their performance. 

Yellow Edge 
Performance Architects:  
www.yellowedge.com.au 
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Committee
At the ACTCOSS Annual General 
Meeting (AGM) on 22 November 
2016, the membership elected 
the Committee for 2016-17. 

We welcome back Camilla 
Rowland (Marymead) our 
President, Martin Fisk (Menslink) 
as Vice-President; Lee-Ann 
Akauola (Relationships Australia 
Canberra and Region), who 
moved from the Secretary to the 
Treasurer position; and Ordinary 
Members Beth Slatyer (Associate 
Member), Alex White (Unions 
ACT), Gen Lai (Anglicare NSW 
South, NSW West and ACT), 
Dalane Drexler (ACT Mental 
Health Consumer Network ) and 
Roger Munson (ADACAS).

We welcome new members to 
the Committee: Glenda Stevens 
(Volunteering and Contact ACT) 
as Secretary for a 1 year casual 
term; and Ordinary Members 

Peter Dwyer (Religious Society 
of Friends Canberra), Leith 
Felton-Taylor (Mental Health 
Community Coalition ACT), and 
Alicia Flack-Konè (ACT Down 
Syndrome Association).

For a list of the full Committee, 
please see the last page of 
this journal.

We farewell Simon Rosenberg 
(Northside Community Service), 
who has served for the past seven 
years on the Committee, the last 
three years as Treasurer. Thank 
you, Simon.

We also farewell Ordinary 
Members Lucy Mitchell 
(Associate), Lesley Harris 
(Associate) and Fiona MacGregor 
(Belconnen Community Service).

We welcome the new and 
returning members of our 
Committee and look forward to 
an exciting new year.

New Committee & annual report
Annual report
The ACTCOSS annual report and 
financial report for 2015-16 are 
now available. This year we took a 
different approach to the annual 
report, using it to highlight some 
of our major outcomes rather 
than reporting on all activities. 
We included infographics to 
make the report more readable 
and appealing. What do you 
think of the report? We would 
love your feedback. You can 
find the report on our website: 
www.actcoss.org.au 

Do you know about ACTCOSS’ 
consultancy services?
ACTCOSS offers tailored assistance to community organisations as they 
navigate the complex and changing operating environment. Through our 
consultancy services, ACTCOSS provides independent, one-on-one advice 
and support to work through an issue with an organisation. 

ACTCOSS members are able to access 3 hours of free face-to-face 
consultancy per year with any further work provided on a fee-for-service basis. Non-members can also 
access consultancy on a fee-for-service basis and inquiries are welcome from ACT Government funded 
organisations, as well as groups with other sources of revenue or no funding at all.

ACTCOSS offers assistance in a variety of topics to support organisations to develop their capacity:

• Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
cultural awareness

• Governance

• Strategic planning

• Change management

• Human resource management

• Quality and continuous improvement.

Want to find out more? Call ACTCOSS on 02 6202 7200 or email actcoss@actcoss.org.au. 

3 hours FREE 
consultancy 
for Members!
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Scenes from the ACTCOSS AGM

 

 

1: Vice President Martin Fisk, President Camilla Rowland, Director Susan Helyar & guest speaker Michael De’Ath. 2: Michael De’Ath, 
Director General, CSD, on insights from his experience of public policy & relevant lessons for the ACT. 3: Director’s report.  
4: President’s report. 5: Final report from Simon Rosenberg, outgoing Treasurer. 6: Applause for outgoing Committee members.

1 2

3

4

5

6
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Welcome...
Hilary Williams 
Gulanga Admin Support Officer

Hilary Williams joined the 
ACTCOSS in October 2016 as 
Administration Support Officer 
with the Gulanga Program. Hilary 
provides administration support 

for the Gulanga team and other ACTCOSS teams 
through scanning, printing and collating documents, 
answering telephones, assisting with setup for 
capability development sessions, and other admin 
tasks as needed. 

Hilary’s previous position was with the Australian 
Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Studies where she digitised extensive documents 
for posterity.

ACTCOSS staff welcome & farewell
Farewell...

Dr Angie Bletsas 
Policy & Advocacy Coordinator

Angie came to ACTCOSS at a 
time of significant change and 
brought a steady, strategic and 
somewhat mischievous approach 
to her work. She strengthened our 

capacity to conduct research projects, supported 
professional development of policy team members 
and built excellent relationships with our members. 
We will miss Angie’s commitment to workplace 
wellbeing, the vegan treats she baked for us and 
her thoughtfulness.

Dean Jard 
Gulanga Program Officer

Dean joined the Gulanga 
Program in January 2016 and 
leapt straight into organising 
our Anniversary of the Apology 
Event and rounded out didn’t 

stop linking, connecting and facilitating partnerships 
until he finished up with us in October. The policy 
team especially valued Dean’s contributions to our 
analysis and understanding of education attainment 
barriers and enablers, and the work he did to link 
ACTCOSS advocacy work with the work of leaders 
in the Aboriginal community who advocate for 
better education opportunities and outcomes for 
Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students. We 
will all miss Dean’s knowledge, energy and advice on 
knives and sharpening techniques. 

Joel Anderson 
Policy Officer

Joel commenced with ACTCOSS 
in December 2016 and assists 
the organisation with policy and 
advocacy development in the 
housing, transport, planning and 
utilities space.

Joel has tertiary qualifications in politics and public 
policy and is currently undertaking a Juris Doctor 
in Law. Joel has had experience working for senior 
NSW Ministers and Shadow Ministers, along with 
experience working in the Aboriginal and/or Torres 
Strait Islander affairs space.

Wendy Prowse 
Deputy Director

Wendy has transformed 
the ACTCOSS learning and 
development offer since joining 
our team in 2013. Through 
three years of hard work and 

creative endeavour Wendy has grown the capability 
of, understanding about and respect for the 
community sector workforce. Wendy has been a 
valuable support to the Director and Committee 
as we reviewed and refined our governance and 

operational documentation and procedures. The 
very successful and well used Ready4 program of 
organisation development and support that we 
delivered as part of a consortium with NDS and RSM 
was led by Wendy. We will miss Wendy’s energy, 
creativity, her ‘finger on the pulse’ of the sector’s 
needs and her commitment to adapting knowledge 
and research to practical training and support. 



15Update  •  Issue 78  •  Summer 2016-17

Training / Forum Date / Time Cost: Member / Non-
member / Corp. or Govt.

Reconciliation

Aboriginal Cultural Awareness Training

Facilitated by Koorimunication

16 Mar 2017  
8 Jun 2017 

9.30am - 4.30pm 

$270 / $300 / $330

(incl. GST)

Through Young Black Eyes - Train the Trainer Workshop

Facilitated by SNAICC

5-6 Apr 2017 

9.30am - 4.30pm 

$830 / $880 / $930

(incl. GST)

Emerging Leaders Development Program

Strategic & Business Planning 

Facilitated by ACTCOSS

22 Feb 2017

9.30am - 12.30pm

$90 / $125 / $150

(incl. GST)

Introduction to Grant Writing 

Facilitated by ACTCOSS

8 Mar 2017

9.30am - 12.30pm

$90 / $125 / $150

(incl. GST)

Effective Communication 

Facilitated by YellowEdge

14 Mar 2017

9.30am - 12.30pm

$90 / $125 / $150

(incl. GST)

Developing Teams 

Facilitated by ACTCOSS

27 Apr 2017

9.30am - 12pm

$90 / $125 / $150

(incl. GST)

Managing Performance 

Facilitated by ACTCOSS

27 Apr 2017

1pm - 4pm

$90 / $125 / $150

(incl. GST)

Agile Management 

Facilitated by ACTCOSS

16 May 2017

9.30am - 12.30pm

$90 / $125 / $150

(incl. GST)

Facilitation Skills

Facilitated by YellowEdge

20 Jun 2017

9.30am - 4.30pm

$180 / $250 / $300

(incl. GST)

Improving Quality and Impact of Services

Building Better Boards: Board Governance and Strategy 

Facilitated by ACTCOSS

15 Feb 2017

9.15am - 12.15pm

$90 / $125

(incl. GST)

Building Better Boards: Financial Management 

Presented by Betty Ferguson

15 Feb 2017

1.15pm - 4.30pm

$90 / $125

(incl. GST)

Find out more about our learning and development opportunities and how to register at the ACTCOSS 
website: www.actcoss.org.au

Learning & development calendar 



ACTCOSS committee
President 
Camilla Rowland, Marymead Child & Family Centre

Vice President 
Martin Fisk, Menslink

Secretary 
Glenda Stevens, Volunteering and Contact ACT

Treasurer 
Lee-Ann Akauola, Relationships Australia Canberra 
& Region

Ordinary members

Roger Munson, ACT 
Disability, Aged & Carer 
Advocacy Service
Gen Lai, Anglicare 
Anglicare NSW South, 
NSW West and ACT
Dalane Drexler, 
ACT Mental Health 
Consumer Network
Leith Felton-
Taylor, Mental 
Health Community 
Coalition ACT

Alex White, UnionsACT
Beth Slatyer, Associate 
Member
Peter Dwyer, Religious 
Society of Friends 
Canberra 
Alicia Flack-Konè, 
ACT Down Syndrome 
Association
If you would like to 
contact the Committee, 
please contact ACTCOSS.
www.actcoss.org.au

The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS) 
is the peak representative body for people living 
with low incomes or disadvantage, and not-for-
profit community organisations in the Australian 
Capital Territory.

ACTCOSS acknowledges Canberra has been 
built on the land of the Ngunnawal people. We 
pay respects to their Elders and recognise the 
strength and resilience of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. We celebrate Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander cultures and ongoing 
contributions to the ACT community.

ACTCOSS
Address:  Weston Community Hub,  
  1/6 Gritten St, Weston ACT 2611 
Phone:   02 6202 7200 
Email:   actcoss@actcoss.org.au 
Web:   www.actcoss.org.au 
Twitter:  twitter.com/actcoss 
Facebook:  www.facebook.com/actcoss

ACTCOSS welcomes feedback. Please visit the 
‘Contact’ page on our website for our feedback 
form, or contact us using the details above.

ACTCOSS staff

Update is a quarterly journal that provides an 
opportunity for issues relevant to ACTCOSS’ 
membership to be discussed and for information 
to be shared. Views expressed are those of 
individual authors and do not necessarily reflect 
the policy views of ACTCOSS.

Director 
Susan Helyar

Gulanga Program 
Officers 
Julie Butler 
Hilary Williams 
Kim Peters (on leave)

Communications & 
Membership Officer 
Suzanne Richardson

Office Coordinator 
Lisa Howatson

Policy Officers 
Geoff Buchanan 
Tara Prince 
Joel Anderson

Advocacy Manager 
Craig Wallace

Learning & 
Development Officers 
Samantha Quimby 
Sue Fattore

Next issue:

Update Issue 79, Autumn 2017 edition

Social inclusion & 
diversifying the economy
Members are welcome to contribute articles on 
the theme.

Copy deadline: 13 February 2017

Space is limited! To guarantee your spot, let us 
know as soon as possible.

Email: communications@actcoss.org.au 
Ph: 02 6202 7200

Issue 79 will be distributed in March 2017.

Advertise in Update
Would you like ad space? Contact us!

Size/Type Member Non-member
1/4 page 
1/2 page 
Full page

$25 
$40 
$60

$60 
$85 
$120


