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“The team at YAPA is proud to have led the development 
of this resource, working closely in partnership with 
FamS, ACWA and LCSA. 

As peak bodies, we see each day our members struggling 
to keep up with changes that impact heavily on the way 
we operate, whilst simultaneously ensuring that we 
never stop delivering the best possible outcomes for the 
people and groups we work with.

We hope that the information that follows makes your 
lives easier, because we believe strongly that NSW is a 
better place because of what each of you do.”

- Reynato Reodica, Chief Executive
Youth Action and Policy Association NSW

“The key aspect of this resource for ACWA is that it is 
appropriate for the diversity in our membership. 

We feel that there is considerable breadth in this policy 
that will provide help across all these agencies. For some 
agencies they will choose to adopt the entirety of the 
document, for others they may choose to use parts of it 
to update or in place of their existing policies. 

This is the value of this document – the flexibility in its 
application.”

- Andrew McCallum, CEO
Association of Children’s Welfare Agencies

 “People need this document because this is current 
– a lot has changed so obligations have changed for 
everyone (e.g. benchmark for notification & exchange of 
information between agencies). 

Also, it has been developed in the spirit of working 
together because we want kids, young people, families 
and communities to be doing well.  This document can 
guide us.

We want people to have information that is accurate, 
timely and checked by experts. We want people to be 
able to do what is right, and do it right. We want people 
to make a difference.”

- Sue Richards, CEO
NSW Family Services

“I enthusiastically commend this document to all LCSA 
members. 

Neighbourhood centres and other locally based 
organisations have long recognised the need for quality 
policy and procedures. We have also recognised that 
good quality policy and procedures are best achieved 
collaboratively. 

There is no more vital area where we need to get it right 
than the protection of children. This collaboration will 
enable us to do that.”

- Brian Smith, Executive Officer
Local Community Services Association

Foreword

Foreword
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INTRODUCTION

QUICK GUIDES
 • Reporting risk of significant harm
 • Exchanging information
 • Promoting child safety in the workplace

POLICIES
Reporting risk of significant harm 

1. Mandatory reporting
2. Identifying possible risk of significant harm and using the Mandatory Reporter Guide
3. Responding to an ‘Immediate Report/Report to Community Services’ decision
4. Feedback from reports to the Child Protection Helpline
5. Responding to a ‘Consult with a professional’ decision
6. Responding to a ‘Consult with your referral network’ decision
7. Responding to a ‘Document and continue relationship’ decision
8. Responding to education concerns
9. Prenatal reports
10. Homelessness
11. Additional Out of Home Care Reporting

Exchanging information
1. Involving family members in exchanges of information
2. Unborn children
3. Reasons to use Chapter 16A
4. Declining to share information
5. Section 248

Promoting child safety in the workplace
1. Pre-employment screening
2. Working with Children Check
3. Volunteer/Student Declaration
4. Records
5. Allegations (Non-government designated agency)
6. Allegations (Other non-government agency)

Documenting concerns about children, young people and families
1. General recording of child protection concerns

Index

Index

Index
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2. On referral
3. Documenting emerging concerns
4. Below the threshold of risk of significant harm
5. Documenting reports of risk of significant harm

Explaining child protection responsibilities to children, young people and families
1. At intake
2. When a report of risk of significant harm must be made
3. Consent to information exchange
4. When information is exchanged under Chapter 16A

Best Endeavours requests

PRACTICE GUIDES
Good Practice Principles               

 • Keep the child in view
 • Promote relationships based on trust and respect
 • Be willing to name concerns about children and young people in a timely way
 • Work collaboratively with other agencies
 • Make use of supervision

Working with Aboriginal families, children and young people
 • Strategies for working with Aboriginal children, young people and families
 • Identifying Aboriginal service users

Prevention and early intervention
 • Reducing stress
 • Promoting safety
 • Promoting positive social connections
 • Working on relationships
 • Promoting participation in education
 • Involvement in community activities

Identifying concerns about children and young people

Day to day work with children, young people and families addressing child 
protection concerns

 • Assessment
 • Case Planning
 • Monitoring and Review 
 • Closure

Index
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This resource has been developed to support practitioners from a range of non-government services 
who are working with children, young people and families where there are child protection or 
wellbeing concerns. ‘Child protection’ refers to concerns that reach the threshold for a report of risk of 
significant harm, while ‘wellbeing concerns’ are below the risk of significant harm threshold but still 
have a harmful impact on children, and may escalate or accumulate to create for risk of significant 
harm. 

This resource provides both a policy document with sections that can be adopted by organisations 
as their agency child protection policy and material that provides practice guidance promoting 
good practice in child protection and wellbeing.  

At the front of this document are several Quick Guides to help staff answer urgent questions about:
 • Reporting Risk of Significant Harm

 • Exchanging Information

 • Promoting Safety in the Workplace
Information in the Quick Guides is consistent with directions in the policy documents. 

The policy sections relate to:
 • Reporting risk of significant harm

 • Documenting concerns about children, young people and families

 • Explaining child protection concerns to children, young people and families

 • Exchanging information

 • Promoting child safety in the workplace

 • Best endeavours

The policy sections focus on practice that is informed by legislation, and where there are clear 
prescriptions regarding action. Within the policies some guidance is given on how to customise 
documents to a local agency context. While each agency will make individual decisions when 
adopting policy, it is recommended agencies exercise caution in making changes to policies, 
especially as they relate to legislative requirements, to ensure that the integrity and accuracy of the 
documents are maintained. 

Introduction

Introduction
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In addition the document includes a series of practice guides that are intended to assist staff to make 
decisions and provide services based on the individual circumstances of the child, young person 
and/or family.  The practice guides cover:

 • Good Practice Principles

 • Working with Aboriginal families, children and young people

 •  Identifying concerns about children and young people

 • Prevention and early intervention

 • Day to day work with children, young people and families addressing child protection 
concerns

The practice guides provide practitioners with key points for consideration, while not being 
prescriptive about practice.  It is not intended that agencies will adopt the guidance sections as they 
stand, but they may wish to review existing policies to ensure that they adequately address work 
where there are child protection or wellbeing concerns. Some questions for consideration regarding 
existing policies are contained at the end of each section of the practice guides. 

This material should be used in conjunction with the Child Wellbeing and Child Protection -  NSW 
Interagency Guidelines. 

Further information on the CHildren and Young Person’s Care and Protection Act can be found here:  
www.legislation.nsw.gov.au

Introduction



 • Reporting risk of significant harm

 •  Exchanging information

 • Promoting child safety in the workplace

QQuick Guides
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Quick Guide - Reporting risk of significant harm

REPORTING RISK OF SIGNIFICANT HARM

Mandatory reporters must report children (0-15 years) to the Child Protection Helpline if they have 
reasonable grounds to suspect risk of significant harm in the course of their work. 
For more information about who is a mandatory reporter see page 14. If you are not a mandatory 
reporter, and are concerned about a child, talk to your supervisor. 

Risk of significant harm may involve:
 • Neglect, including habitual non-attendance at school

 • Physical abuse

 • Sexual abuse

 • Exposure to domestic violence

 • Serious psychological harm

 • Giving up a child’s care unlawfully

Use the Mandatory Reporter Guide (MRG) to check whether you have grounds to suspect risk of 
significant harm. http://sdm.community.nsw.gov.au/mrg/app/summary.page
Follow the MRG Final Decision and print a copy for the child’s file. 

If the Final Decision is Report, or Report Immediately, contact the Child Protection Helpline on 
133 627. For information about responding to other Final Decisions see page 20. 

Reports to the Child Protection Helpline can also be made:
 • Where an unborn child may be at risk of significant harm once they are born

 • Where a young person (aged 16-17 years) is at risk of significant harm

 • Where a child or young person is homelessReporting homelessness is mandatory when the 
agency providing residential accommodation for a child under the age of 16 who is living 
away from home without parental consent. 

If you have urgent concerns for a child’s life or safety, dial ‘000’ and call the police. 

Quick Guide

http://sdm.community.nsw.gov.au/mrg/app/summary.page
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Quick Guide - Reporting risk of significant harm

In addition Out of Home Care Providers should contact the Child Protection Helpline where a child 
or young person who is in the care of the Minister of Community Services is:

 • Pregnant

 • Runaway

 • Missing

 • Homeless. 

When you contact the Child Protection Helpline you will need to:
 • Provide your name and contact details 

 • Provide details of the child, such as full name, address, and if possible date of birth, school or 
child care centre, and names of family members

 • Provide detailed information about all concerns you hold for the child

 • Document that a report has been made and any feedback received. 

If you make a report lawfully and in good faith, you cannot be sued or otherwise be subject to 
any form of legal action or liability arising out of the making of the report. The identity of a person 
making a report cannot be disclosed except with the consent of the reporter or – in exceptional 
cases – with the leave of the Court that is hearing evidence related to that report. 
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Quick Guide - Exchanging information
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EXCHANGE OF INFORMATION

Certain agencies or prescribed bodies are allowed to share information without the child, young 
person or family’s consent under Chapter 16A of the Children and Young Person’s (Care and 
Protection) Act 1998 s245A. Non-government agencies are prescribed bodies if they provide provide 
health care, welfare, education, children’s services, residential services or law enforcement, wholly or 
partly to children. 

Community Services and other State and certain Commonwealth government departments are 
prescribed bodies
 
The information that is exchanged must relate to the safety, welfare and wellbeing of a child or 
young person, and be of assistance in providing a service, undertaking an investigation, assessing or 
planning, or addressing employer concerns. 

The exchange may be verbal or in writing. 

If a practitioner receives a request for information or wishes to provide or request information they 
should:

 • Only act immediately if the need is very urgent

 • Check with their supervisor 

 • Consider whether family members can be involved in the process so it is transparent, in 
which case Chapter 16A is not necessary

 • Check whether the other party is a prescribed body

 • Check that the information to be provided can be exchanged lawfully. This means it must be 
used for lawful reasons directly related to a child’s safety, welfare and wellbeing. 

Requests for information can be declined, but reasons must be covered by the legislation, and must 
be provided in writing. 

Community Services can direct agencies to provide information under s.248 if an exchange of 
information under Chapter 16A cannot be negotiated within a relevant time frame. 

Quick Guide
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Quick Guide - Promoting child safety in the workplace

PROMOTING CHILD SAFETY IN THE 
WORKPLACE

To participate in screening for child-related employment the agency should be registered with an 
Approved Screening Agency. Check with the Commission for Children and Young People if it is not 
clear whether the agency is required to register. 

Positions involving child-related employment are subject to pre-employment screening. Child-
related employment involves:

 • Paid employment and certain volunteer or student activity
 • Child- related setting
 • Working without direct supervision from a more senior employee. 

Prior to making an offer of employment paid staff and volunteers and students in certain positions 
must undergo a Working with Children Check through the Approved Screening Agency. The agency 
will provide a Working with Children Check outcome letter which will advise whether a person 
is prohibited for child related employment, in which case they can only be offered employment 
in non- child related roles, or whether there may be some or significant risk in employing the 
applicant. Where such a risk is advised by the Approved Screening Agency, a risk assessment must 
be undertaken, and the Commission for Children and Young People must be advised if an offer of 
employment is not made because of the Working with Children Check outcome. 

Other students and volunteers must sign a declaration stating that they are not prohibited from 
working with children. 

Records must be kept for at least two years after the person leaves the agency. 

Allegations of reportable conduct in relation to children made against an employee, whether paid, 
student or volunteer must be documented and investigated by the agency. The Child Protection 
Helpline should be advised of risk of significant harm and the NSW Police contacted in relation to 
alleged crimes. The Commission for Children and Young People should be contacted in relation to 
relevant employment proceedings arising from these allegations. 
Non-government agencies that provide childcare or residential care must advise the NSW 
Ombudsman of allegations and their initial and final response. 
For further information see:
www.kids.nsw.gov.au
www.ombo.nsw.gov.au

Quick Guide

http://www.ombo.nsw.gov.au
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PPolicies

 • Reporting risk of significant harm 

 • Exchanging information

 • Promoting child safety in the workplace

 • Documenting concerns about children, young 
people and families

 • Explaining child protection responsibilities to 
children, young people and families

 • Best endeavours requests

CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE 13
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Policy - Reporting risk of significant harm

REPORTING RISK OF SIGNIFICANT HARM

Policy: 
Mandatory reporters are required by law to make reports of risk of significant harm to the Child 
Protection Helpline. 1Mandatory reporters undertake paid work in the delivery of services wholly or 
partly to children and young people, including health care, welfare, education, children’s services and 
residential services. Persons who hold paid or unpaid management positions directly responsible for 
the provision or supervision of such services are also mandatory reporters. 
Mandatory reporters should work within their roles and responsibilities to provide services to 
children, young people and families where concerns are below the threshold for reporting risk of 
significant harm. 

Procedure: 

1. Mandatory reporting
1.1. Anyone who is paid to provide health care, welfare, education, children’s services, 

residential services or law enforcement wholly or partly to children aged 0-15 years or 
who is directly responsible for the management or supervision of these services, whether 
paid, or unpaid, is a mandatory reporter. Mandatory reporters are legally obliged to report 
children aged 0-15 years when they have reasonable grounds to suspect that they are at 
risk of significant harm and these  grounds arise during the course of their work. 

Signed and Date       Review Date 

1  S.27, Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998

Policy
[Sample policy- until signed, 

dated and printed]
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Policy - Reporting risk of significant harm

CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE14

1.2. Reasonable grounds may include receiving a disclosure or making an observation 
directly, or being told about a disclosure received or an observation made by someone 
else.  A mandatory reporter may seek information from other sources, such as another 
agency working with the family, to help in deciding whether a report is required.   Once 
a mandatory reporter forms the view that there are reasonable grounds to suspect risk of 
significant harm mandatory reporters are not required and should not attempt to confirm 
information they have received or explore the situation further. To do so may compromise 
the work of statutory agencies and may result in contamination of evidence or pressure on 
others in relation to disclosures. 

1.3. The risk of significant harm should relate to current concerns. Current concerns may relate 
to:
 • Abuse or neglect that is recent
 • Abuse or neglect that is likely in the foreseeable future if nothing changes
 • The child having contact with someone who has caused significant harm to either 

them or another child in the past
 • Past abuse or neglect with a continuing and significant impact on the child

1.4. Risk of significant harm relates to the following harm circumstances:
 • Neglect 
 • Physical abuse
 • Sexual abuse
 • Serious physical or psychological harm resulting from exposure to domestic violence
 • Serious psychological harm
 • Giving up a child’s care unlawfully 2

See also prenatal reports: 9.1

1.5. Mandatory reporters are not legally obliged to report risk of significant harm where those 
grounds arise outside their workplace, but should recognise their ethical responsibilities to 
ensure the protection of any child in the community. 

1.6. Mandatory reporting is an individual responsibility. (Consider including the following) , 
Unless the matter is urgent, practitioners should confer with their supervisor or another 
senior staff member before making a report of risk of significant harm. While it is good 
practice to confer with a supervisor or colleague regarding reports of risk of significant 
harm, no one can prevent a practitioner from making a report if they believe they should 
do so. 

1.7. In a team or interagency context a group of practitioners may become aware of the same 
information from a common source. In such circumstances it is not necessary for each 
practitioner make a separate report. However, if a practitioner is not confident that a report 
has been made, or holds additional relevant information they should proceed to make a 
report themselves. 

2  See MRG decision tree Relinquishing Care eg where a parent has made a long term care arrangement with  
 a non-relative, or had decided not to collect their child from a respite placement. 

[Sample policy- until signed, 

dated and printed]
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Policy - Reporting risk of significant harm

1.8. Mandatory reporters are not legally obliged to report risk of significant harm in relation 
to young people aged 16-17 years, but should ensure that they fulfil their duty of care 
to young people if there are reasonable grounds to suspect risk of significant harm, and 
particularly where a crime such as an assault is alleged. Reporters should take into account 
the views of the young person regarding a report being made, but the reporter may 
determine that a report of risk of significant harm should be made regardless of the young 
person’s views. Procedures regarding reports of young people aged 16-17 years, including 
reference to the Mandatory Reporters Guide (MRG), consultation with other professionals 
and documentation should be undertaken for 16 and 17 year olds in the same way that 
they are undertaken for younger age groups. 

1.9. People in ancillary positions such as administrative workers, maintenance officers or 
cleaners are not mandatory reporters by law. Staff in non-mandatory reporting positions 
should promptly advise their supervisor if in the course of their work they have reasonable 
grounds for concern for the safety, welfare or wellbeing of a child or young person. If 
the supervisor is not a mandatory reporter, that person should immediately contact a 
mandatory reporter within the agency, or a senior manager. Regardless of their supervisor’s 
advice staff in non-mandatory reporting positions may not be prevented from reporting if 
they choose to. 

1.10. When a report is made in good faith by law3 it cannot be seen as a breach of professional 
etiquette or standards, and a mandatory reporter cannot be sued for defamation. 
Practitioners should be aware that failing to make a report of risk of significant harm in 
relation to a child or young person may constitute a breach of their professional body’s 
code of ethics, and could affect the standing of their membership or registration with that 
body. 

1.11. When making reports mandatory reporters are expected to provide their name, position 
and contact details to assist in follow up. By law4, and except for 1.12, a reporter’s identity 
cannot be disclosed. However,given the circumstances it may not be possible to avoid 
family members guessing who has made the report.

1.12. In the course of some court proceedings or law enforcement activities the identity of a 
mandatory reporter may be disclosed to the court or law enforcement agency, generally 
with the consent of the reporter, except in exceptional circumstances. 

3  , s.29Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998
4  s.29, Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998

[Sample policy- until signed, 

dated and printed]
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Policy - Reporting risk of significant harm

CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE16

Practice examples:

Reasonable grounds to suspect risk of significant harm
Often when Cameron visits his client Emily she is visited by two preschool aged children 
who live in a neighbouring flat. Cameron observes that the children are underweight, and 
are always looking for food. Emily says that the children are regularly left alone and there is 
no food left for them in their unit. She says she thinks their mother is using drugs heavily 
because she has observed the children’s mother ‘out of it’ and has seen the children’s mother 
with someone who is known in the community to deal drugs. Cameron makes a report to 
the Child Protection Helpline because the information he has received from Emily means he 
has reasonable grounds to suspect the children are at risk of significant harm. 

Group of practitioners has shared concerns
Jen is a youthworker assisting 13 year old Selma. Selma has told Jen that her uncle has 
recently moved in with the family. When Jen is talking to the school counsellor at Selma’s 
school, the school counsellor advises that Selma’s uncle has convictions for sexual abuse of 
children and is a registered sex offender. The school counsellor was not aware that Selma’s 
uncle had been released from custody and had moved in with Selma’s family. The school 
counsellor checks the Mandatory Reporter Guide and receives a Final Decision that a report 
of risk of significant harm should be made. The school counsellor immediately makes the 
report. Jen records in her file that the school counsellor has made the report. She does 
not make an additional report because she does not have any additional information. The 
school counsellor provides her with a copy of the Final Decision, and later advises her of the 
feedback from the report. 

Role of staff who are not mandatory reporters
Li is a receptionist. As a parent leaves the building Li sees that the parent is preoccupied with 
a phone call, and her 2 year old child runs on the road, and is almost hit by a car. A passer by 
runs onto the road and carries the child to safety. The parent hits the child across the face 
when he is returned to her. Li immediately tells the agency manager what she has seen. 

2. Identifying possible risk of significant harm and using the Mandatory Reporter 
Guide

2.1 If you have urgent concerns for the child’s health or safety call the police on 000.

2.2 If the situation is urgent, and you are confident that the Mandatory Reporter Guide will 
indicate that a report of significant harm is required, you can contact the Child Protection 
Helpline without delay on 133 627. This action may be warranted if an immediate response 
is required and you do not have access to the MRG. E.g. if risk of significant harm arises from 
an incident in the child or young person’s home, or relates to a disclosure from the child or 
young person.

[Sample policy- until signed, 

dated and printed]
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Policy - Reporting risk of significant harm

2.3 As a general rule use the Mandatory Reporter Guide to check whether a report to the Child 
Protection Helpline is required. The Mandatory Reporter Guide should be used when there 
are current concerns and reasonable grounds to suspect that a child is at risk of significant 
harm. It can be used online at http://sdm.community.nsw.gov.au/mrg/app/summary.
page or in the hard copy version which can be accessed at www. community.nsw.gov.
au. If you use the hard copy you will use the decision trees in the front of the document 
in conjunction with the definitions at the back. In the online version this information is 
integrated and can be accessed as you proceed through the process.

2.4 Unless you are dealing with an urgent and serious incident, the Mandatory Reporter Guide 
is best used once you have access to all the information available to you about the child, or 
young person and their family circumstances. This may involve talking to other people from 
your agency, or seeking information from staff from other agencies who also have contact 
with the family. 

2.5 First identify the most relevant decision tree from Mandatory Reporter Guide.  This is the 
decision tree that best describes your most significant concerns about the child or young 
person. 
The decision trees are:
 • physical abuse 
 •  neglect
 •  supervision 
 • physical shelter/environment
 • food 
 • medical care 
 • mental health care 
 • education
 • sexual abuse (0-15 years) and (16-17 years)
 • problematic sexual behaviour 
 • psychological harm
 • relinquishing care
 • carer concerns
 • parent/carer substance abuse 
 • parent/carer mental health 
 • parent/carer domestic violence
 • unborn child.

2.6 Answer the Mandatory Reporter Guide questions step by step. To obtain additional 
information about a question click on the text and look at the definition in the box on the 
right hand side of the screen. Check the definitions carefully, as the outcome of the MRG is 
dependent on accurate application of the definitions. 

2.7 You must answer every question on the screen to proceed to the next screen. If you miss a 
question you will see red text prompts. 

[Sample policy- until signed, 

dated and printed]
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Policy - Reporting risk of significant harm
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2.8 Sometimes you will be prompted to raise an issue with parents before you can finalise the 
MRG decision. 

2.9 The MRG will assist you to identify cumulative harm by prompting you to consider 
additional information that indicates that harm to the child is chronic and has accumulated 
over time. Questions about cumulative harm include:

 • observations of developmental delay that may be associated with chronic neglect
 • observations of behaviour change that may be associated with trauma
 • escalating stress related to parent concerns
 • child coping strategies that may be indicative of neglect.

2.10 If you believe that a child is at risk of significant harm, and you do not receive a Report or 
Report Immediately decision, you should check to see if there is a decision tree that may 
better fit your concerns. This is especially likely if your concerns relate to neglect. If you are 
concerned about neglect, several different decision trees may be applicable, including 
carer concern and psychological harm. 

3. Responding to an “Immediate Report/Report to Community Services” decision
3.1 If you receive an Immediate Report to Community Services final decision this indicates 

an immediate response is required. You should contact the Child Protection Helpline 
immediately, following the instructions on the screen. You must not fax your report. 

3.2 If you receive a Report to Community Services final decision you should contact the Child 
Protection Helpline promptly, and definitely before you leave work that day. Follow the 
directions on the screen in relation to contacting the Helpline, including any directions 
regarding faxed communication. Direct communication is preferable to faxed contact. If 
you talk to the Child Protection Helpline by phone, do not fax as well. 

3.3 In some instances you may need to take other action such as calling the police or an 
ambulance. If you are not sure what other action is required ask the Child Protection 
Helpline, or if the need is urgent call 000 and explain the situation.  

3.4 You should be guided by your professional judgment in using the Mandatory Reporter 
Guide, so if the Final Decision indicates that you do not need to report, but you believe 
that the circumstances clearly indicate that the child or young person is at risk of significant 
harm, you may make a report regardless. If you do so, you will need to explain to the 
Child Protection Helpline why you think that your concerns meet the threshold of risk of 
significant harm. You need to be aware that just because you feel concerned does not 
mean a child or young person is at risk of significant harm according to the legislation. 

4. Feedback from reports to the Child Protection Helpline. 
4.1 The Child Protection Helpline will assess and determine whether your report meets 

the threshold. In some instances although the MRG decision is to report, the Helpline 
assessment will indicate that the threshold has not been met. You will receive feedback 

[Sample policy- until signed, 

dated and printed]
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Policy - Reporting risk of significant harm

if this is the case.  If you are advised that your report will does not meet the threshold for 
statutory intervention, check Consult with a Professional (5 ). 

4.2 Reports of risk of significant harm will be prioritised at the local Community Service 
Centre (CSC) based on local information and available resources. You can contact the local 
Community Service Centre to ask about progress in following up your report. Generally 
you should wait at least a week for the report to be allocated locally. It is important to be 
aware that not all reports of risk of significant harm will be allocated as the CSC has limited 
resources and makes allocation decisions on the basis of competing priorities.

4.3 If the report did not meet the threshold for risk of significant harm, you may come across 
new information in the course of your work which may change the level of risk. Be aware 
that an MRG decision relates only to the information that was available at the time the tool 
was used. If you have new information you should check the MRG again. 

5. Responding to a ‘Consult with a Professional’ decision
5.1 A Consult with a Professional decision means that the concerns are close to the threshold 

for risk of significant harm, and reporters should consider what more they could do that 
would address child wellbeing concerns. 

5.2 Consult with a Professional may mean:

 • Talking with your supervisor about options for referral or other strategies to be helpful. 
You may want to address how to talk to the family about concerns, or how to promote 
their consideration of referral options. 

 • Talking to other practitioners who know family members, in particular children and 
young people, to ensure you have accurate information about the family and to 
explore whether there are other strategies that could support the child or young 
person

 • Talking to a practitioner with specialist knowledge about concerns relevant to the 
family. 

5.3 At this level of concern some government departments and agencies will make 
contact with their Child Wellbeing Unit. The Child Wellbeing Unit will have some access 
to information about concerns accumulated across government departments. This 
information will be used to determine the level of risk and the recommended course of 
action, which can include making a report, exchanging information or making a referral. 
As a non-government we do not have a Child Wellbeing Unit.  However practitioners have 
the option to talk with other agencies directly to consider the overall circumstances for a 
child and to help in identifying whether cumulative harm may be an issue. This information 
gathering process can assist the non government reporter in their decision about whether 
they should make a report.  Knowing whether the family is benefiting from services can 
be important in determining the level of concern. You can ensure that you have accurate 
information by checking with services directly. 
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6. Responding to a ‘Consult with your Referral Network decision’
6.1 The Consult with your Referral Network final decision indicates that there is no risk of 

significant harm but the family may benefit from a referral to additional services and has 
shown a willingness to accept services. 

6.2 For example there may be a need for specialist mental health services or respite care. 

6.3 Check with members of a relevant local interagency, or other local services or check  
www.hsnet.nsw.gov.au. 

7. Responding to a ‘Document and continue relationship’
7.1 A ‘Document and Continue Relationship’ final decision indicates that concerns don’t meet 

the threshold for reporting. If it is not part of your usual role to continue service provision to 
the family you do not need to continue contact. 

7.2 If it is part of your role to continue the relationship, you have the opportunity to be aware 
of additional information about the family or a deterioration in the family’s circumstances, 
and to use that information to review the MRG. 

7.3 You may also have the opportunity to assist the family to address concerns through referral 
or provision of direct services.

8. Responding to education concerns
8.1 Concerns related to school enrolment and attendance are dealt with on the MRG as 

educational neglect. 

8.2 If you are aware of a child or young person who is not enrolled at school but who is within 
the legal school attendance age, but you are not an education mandatory reporter the 
MRG will advise you to contact the local Department of Education. A link to contact details 
is provided on the Final Decision Screen. An education mandatory reporter is a person who 
is employed by a government or non-government school body. 

8.3 If you are aware that a child within the legal school attendance age is habitually absent 
(defined by the MRG as 30 days within the last 100 school days, but also dependent on the 
child’s age and context) you should contact the child’s school. Under certain circumstances 
where efforts to encourage attendance have failed and there are other family concerns 
identified the school may make a mandatory report to the Child Protection Helpline.) If 
the child or young person is not attending because they have been suspended, consider 
whether the agency can play an advocacy role, or can assist the family to consider 
alternative education programs, if available and appropriate

9. Prenatal Reports
9.1 The law 5provides for reports to be made for unborn children where there are concerns that 

5  s.27, Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998
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the child may be at risk of significant harm after his or her birth. 

9.2 The MRG decision tree ‘unborn child’ can be used to determine whether there are 
reasonable grounds for reporting an unborn child to the Child Protection Helpline. 

9.3 The purpose of prenatal reporting is to enable referral of the mother to support services 
which may reduce the risk of placement after birth and assist in resolving concerns. 

9.4 Prenatal reporting is not mandatory. However reporting is mandatory if  once the child 
is born it is determined that the  birth mother of the child did not engage successfully 
with support services to address the risk factors that gave rise to the report. Most prenatal 
reports are made by staff involved in the provision of ante-natal care, but anyone can make 
a prenatal report if they believe there are reasonable grounds to do so. 

10. Reporting Homelessness
10.1 The law provides for reporting of children (0-15 years) who are homeless or- (with their 

consent) young people aged (16-17 years). Generally these situations will be dealt with by 
the MRG under neglect or psychological harm. 

10.2 The law6 requires that anyone providing residential accommodation to a child (0-15 years) 
without their parent’s permission is mandated contact the Child Protection Helpline. 

11. Additional reporting requirements for Out of Home Care service providers 

Signed and Date       Review Date 

6  s.122, Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection)Act 1998
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EXCHANGE OF INFORMATION

Policy: 
In considering the exchange of information with other agencies priority should be given to 
promoting the safety, welfare and well-being of children through the provision of services. All 
exchanges of information should be lawful, and staff should seek opportunities to involve family 
members in the process of exchange information with other agencies. However the need to provide 
services and the needs and interests of children and young people and of their families takes 
precedence over the protection of confidentiality or an individual’s privacy. 

Procedures:
1. Using Chapter 16A

Chapter 16A7 enables agencies prescribed by law to exchange information about children and 
young people without consent. The purpose of the legislation is to remove barriers to providing 
services to children, young people and their families.  Information exchanged should related 
to the safety, welfare and wellbeing of children. Information that is exchanged should be 
directl related to the safety, welfare, and wellbeing of a children. The purpose of providing this 
information is to enable an organisation to do one or more of the following things:
 • Make a decision, assessment or plan for a child or young person 

 • Initiate or conduct an investigation (e.g. NSW Police)

 • Provide a service related to safety, welfare or wellbeing

 • Manage risks to children or young people as an employer.

If the request is lawful, agencies are expected to comply. In general, unless the matter is urgent, 
practitioners should check with their supervisor before providing information, to ensure that the 
exchange is lawful.  This includes establishing the credentials of the person making the request.

Information that can be requested or provided may relate to:
 • a child or young person’s history or circumstances 

 • a parent or other family member 

 • any person/s having a significant or relevant relationship with a child or young person 

 • the facts surrounding whether a person poses a risk to the safety, welfare or wellbeing of a 
child or young person 

 • the agency’s dealings with the child or young person, including past support or service 
arrangements subject to the exemptions set out in section 245D(4) of the Act and the 
outcomes of these dealings.

7  Chapter 16A, Children and Young Persons, Care and Protection Act, 1998
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Agencies are only obliged to share information they currently hold.  
Information can be exchanged verbally, but agencies can make requests in writing and provide 
information in writing. In an emergency, agencies should be able to access information verbally. 
Where information is exchanged verbally, a file note should be made to that effect, including 
reference to Chapter 16A as the legal basis for the exchange. Form letters for exchanging information 
can be located in the Interagency Guidelines for Child Protection Intervention. Where information 
will be used to make significant decisions or plans, and there is time to provide it in writing, this 
may be preferable, since it enables the agency to keep a record of the information provided, and to 
ensure the accuracy of the information received by the other agency. 

Practitioners should check the identity of a caller before providing verbal information, for example, 
by ringing them back via their agency central number. Practitioners may also ask the caller  to read 
back what was recorded in their notes regarding the verbal information given, to ensure that it has 
been recorded accurately, although agencies are not obliged to do this.

Signed and Date       Review Date 

Practice examples:

What can be exchanged?

Karen receives a request for information about the home circumstances of Siobhan Craig to 
assist an agency that may provide services to the family. Siobhan lives with her mother, Evelyn 
who has been Karen’s client. Evelyn has told Karen that she has a history of mental health issues 
and is not currently taking medication that has been prescribed for her. Evelyn also told Karen 
that twenty years ago she was convicted for fraud. She has not had further involvement with 
law enforcement. Evelyn’s mental health relates to Siobhan’s safety, welfare and wellbeing, and 
the information is requested for a lawful purpose so under Chapter 16A Karen should provide 
this information. Karen is not required to share information about Evelyn’s fraud conviction as 
this does not related to Siobhan’s safety, welfare and wellbeing.

Jonathon is a 15 year old who has received support services and counselling from two different 
agencies. One agency requested an update report from the other agency after having ended 
contact with Jonathon. The worker described it as ‘tying up loose ends.’ The other agency 
did not provide a report, because it did not exist, and also because the requesting agency 
would not be using the report to provide a service to Jonathon because neither agency was 
involved in providing an ongoing service to Jonathon. 
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Prescribed bodies are:
 • NSW Police Force 

 • a State government department or a public authority, including Community Services

 • a government school or a registered non-government school or a TAFE 

 • a public health organisation or a private hospital 

 • a non-government fostering agency or adoption agency 

 • a designated agency that arranges out of home care 

 • any agency that conducts a residential child care centre or a child care service under the 
Children (Care and Protection) Act 1987

 • any other organisation that has direct responsibility for, or direct supervision of, the provision 
of health care, welfare, education, children’s services, residential services, or law enforcement, 
wholly or partly to children. 

 • Note that this legislation relates only to organisations in NSW. Sole practitioners such as 
doctors, speech therapists, lawyers or counsellors are not covered by Chapter 16A, nor 
are Federal agencies such as Centrelink, the Family Court, and the Child Support Agency. 
However federally funded non-government agencies that provide relevant services are 
covered. 

Information obtained under Chapter 16A can be provided to other prescribed bodies. Chapter 
16A does not permit agencies to share information about the identity of a reporter of risk of 
significant harm without that person’s consent. 8

2. Involving family members in exchanges of information
While Chapter 16A enables practitioners to exchange information without family members’ 
consent, where possible family members should be involved in this process as this promotes 
transparency and trust, and ensures that there is common understanding between different 
parties. 

Where information is requested urgently it may not be possible to involve families at the time 
but they can be advised later of the information exchanged and the reason it was needed. 

See page 23: Talking to parents about child protection responsibilities in relation to explaining 
Chapter 16A, and issues in relation to obtaining signed consents from family members for 
information exchange. 

3. Unborn children
Use of Chapter 16A in relation to unborn children is restricted to circumstances where the 
unborn child has been subject to a prenatal report. 

8  See s.29 for information regarding disclosure of a reporter’s identity
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4. Reasons to use Chapter 16A
Some examples of situations where Chapter 16A may be used include:
 • When a practitioner has been unable to engage a family, and believes that this information 

would help the agency that originally referred the family to review their plans

 • A non-government agency requesting information from Community Services regarding 
previous child protection issues and foster care placement, to assist a decision about 
accepting a referral

 • When a practitioner is concerned that a child’s circumstances may be deteriorating, and 
checks with another agency to see if they have other information about the child’s progress 
or supports

 • When an agency provides information to another service to facilitate a referral

 • Where a Child Wellbeing Unit contacts the agency requesting assistance for a family or 
requesting information.

 • When a support worker contacts a school to find out if a child has moved, or is still enrolled, 
so that they can arrange continued service. 

5. Declining to share information under Chapter 16A
In certain circumstances the law states that requests for information can be declined. 9These 
include where the information would prejudice legal proceedings or contravene legal 
professional or client legal privilege or expose the existence or identity of a confidential source 
of information that relates to law enforcement or administration; or endanger a person’s life or 
physical safety; or not be in the public interest. 

A decision to decline a request for information must be communicated in writing, and the legal 
basis for the decision given. The relevant legislation should be quoted in the correspondence. 

Where two prescribed bodies disagree about the application of Chapter 16A in relation to 
exchanging information they should address this as an interagency dispute. See the Child 
Wellbeing and Child Protection – NSW Interagency Guidelines for more details. 

6. Section 248
Under Section 248 Community Services can direct a range of agencies, including non-
government services providing welfare, children’s services and residential services, to provide 
information related to the safety, welfare and well-being of a child or young person. Community 
Services may use this provision where agencies are not covered by Chapter 16A, or to enable 
prompt access to information if there are difficulties in negotiating a request under Chapter 16A. 

9  S.245(D)

[Sample policy- until signed, 

dated and printed]



CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE 27

Policy - Promoting child safety in the workplace

CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE26

PROMOTING CHILD SAFETY IN THE 
WORKPLACE

Policy:
To ensure the safety of children and young people receiving services from the agency by following 
legislative requirements for screening of paid staff, contractors and volunteers who provide services 
to children and young people and addressing all allegations made by children and young people 
against agency employees, in compliance with relevant legislation. 

Procedures:

Signed and Date       Review Date 

1. Pre-employment screening
1.1. Pre-employment screening must be undertaken for people in child-related employment. 

Child related employment involves:
 • Employment, whether paid, contract, self-employed, or as a foster carer, student on 

practical training or volunteer.
 • Working a child-related setting including child protection services, fostering or other 

children’s services, refuges used by children, counselling or other support services for 
children, including youth services, family support services and other welfare services, 
mentoring services, personal care such as bathing or dressing for children with a 
disability, sporting or recreational organisations with a significant child membership, 
children’s camps, and principal officers of designated agencies or accredited adoption 
services. Adult household members of foster carers are also included. 

Policy
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 • Work undertaken without direct supervision by a supervisor who has the authority to 
direct the employee. Refer to www.kids.nsw.gov.au if it is not clear whether a position is 
child-related employment. 

1.2. The agency representative should advise applicants for paid child-related employment, 
or relevant volunteers and students in advance that the position involves a Working with 
Children Check. Volunteers and students in child-related employment who are not subject 
to a Working with Children Check should be advised in advance that they will need to 
complete a Volunteer/Student Declaration. 

1.3. These provisions relate to services provided to children and young people under 18 years 
of age. 

1.4. Checks are completed once only when applicants or volunteers are engaged. Where an 
employee, student or volunteer moves to a new child-related role employment screening 
requirements should be reviewed as risks may vary from one job to another.  Check with 
the ASA if it is not clear whether an employee moving to a new position in the same 
agency requires re-screening. 

2. Working with Children Check
2.1 The agency representative must arrange Working with Children Checks of paid staff in 

child related employment, and volunteers who mentor disadvantaged children or provide 
intimate personal care for children with a disability.  Checks should be undertaken prior to 
making an offer of employment. Where a position must be filled urgently, employment can 
be offered conditionally until the Working with Children Check is finalised by the Screening 
Authority, and consideration should be given to providing additional supervision or 
restricting unsupervised contact with children until the check is completed. 

The agency is required to be registered with an Approved Screening Agency (ASA). 

For non-government agencies the ASA will generally be the Commission for Children 
and Young People, except for all Catholic organisations, where ASA will be the Catholic 
Commission of Employment Relations. 

2.2 The Check undertaken by the ASA covers:
 • National Criminal Records Check for charges and convictions, including pending 

charges, spent convictions and charges that have been withdrawn or dismissed 
involving serious crimes against children aged 0-18 years including any sexual offences, 
child pornography, any assault, neglect or harm of a child.

 • Apprehended Violence Orders 
 • Information about employment proceedings (e.g. disciplinary action, dismissal) that 

involved reportable conduct in relation to children (See 5.3 for details of reportable 
conduct) where these have been reported to the Commission for Children and Young 
People by previous employers.
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2.3 The agency representative must forward to the ASA:
 • An Employer Request for Background Check Form
 • Page 1 of the Applicant Declaration and Consent. This form is used to obtain consent 

to a background check. It is an offence for a person who is prohibited from child-
related employment to sign this form. The form provides an explanation of who is a 
prohibited person. The form includes a 100 point identity check. For further details 
see www.kids.nsw.gov.au. These forms can be printed out for manual completion, or 
completed electronically, then printed out to be signed then faxed or scanned then 
emailed. They cannot be submitted online. 

2.4 Self-employed People who undertake child-related employment must have a Certificate for 
Self-Employed People which is obtained by applying for the certificate at their local police 
station.  This checks that the person is not prohibited from child-related employment due 
to convictions or findings of guilt related to offences against children. The form required for 
this check can be obtained from https://www.kids.nsw.gov.au/#self-employed_how-do-i-
get-a-certificate. Currently this check costs $80.   The agency representative should ask to 
see a Certificate before arranging a private contractor to provide activities such as tutoring 
or coaching groups or individuals or health services such as counselling or therapy to 
children.  

2.5 In addition to paid staff and self-employed service providers, Working with Children checks 
must also be completed for volunteers who are mentoring disadvantaged children or 
providing intimate personal care to children with disabilities, or students on placements 
with Community Services prior to commencing service. If it is not clear whether an 
individual should have a Working with Children Check contact the Commission for Children 
and Young People, Phone: (02) 9286 7219 or Email: check@kids.nsw.gov.au. Further 
information, and current forms for Working with Children Checks can be obtained check.
kids.nsw.gov.au. 

2.6 The Working with Children Check does not include offences such as theft or fraud. It should 
be used only where an applicant will be involved in child-related employment. Other pre-
employment screening options that may be considered on a position by position basis for 
checking preferred applicants for non-child related positions include reference checks and 
general criminal history record checks that can be obtained from NSW police stations for 
around $50. 
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Out of Home Care/Home Based Child Care Only:

Delete this section if the agency does not provide Out of Home Care or 
Home Based Child Care 
Carers providing Out of Home Care or Home Based Child Care complete 
the Applicant Declaration and Consent Form. Household members aged 18 
years and over in addition to the carer/s must complete an Adult Household 
Member Check covering a National Criminal Record check for offences relating 
to children, a check for Apprehended Violence Orders where children are 
protected, and relevant employment proceedings. The relevant form can be 
found at www.kids.nsw.gov.au. The online form links to a definition of an Adult 
Household Member e.g. when do guests staying the household need to be 
checked.

Signed and Date       Review Date 

2.7 The Approved Screening Agency will advise the outcome of the Working With Children 
Check. 
2.7.1 If the person is eligible for child-related employment the Working with Children 

Check outcome will advise this.

2.7.2 If advice is received that the applicant is not eligible for child-related employment 
this means they are a prohibited person and cannot be engaged in child-related 
employment by law. It is an offence for an employer to offer a prohibited person a 
child-related role. 

2.7.3 If the ASA identifies risks in relation to employment the employer will be advised of 
this and of any actions that can be taken to reduce risks related to the workplace or 
position. The agency must then decide whether to make an offer of employment to 
the applicant. The agency representative responsible for managing the employment 
process should discuss this decision with their supervisor.

2.7.4 If the agency decides to refuse an offer of child-related employment based on the 
ASA’s estimate of risk, or decides instead to offer non-child-related employment, 
the agency must advise the Commission for Children and Young People using the 
relevant form from the website www.kids.nsw.gov.au by fax 02 9286 7290 or email: 
check@kids.nsw.gov.au. This is required by law to enable monitoring and auditing 
of the Check process. This information will be kept confidential, and no identifying 
details will be released to other persons including future employers. 
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3. Volunteer/Student Declaration
3.1 All volunteers or students undertake child-related employment must complete a 

Volunteer/Student Declaration unless they are volunteers involved in mentoring 
disadvantaged children or providing intimate personal care for children with disabilities, in 
which case a Working with Children Check is required. (See 2. above) 

3.2 By completing this form the volunteer/student is making a declaration that they are not a 
prohibited person under the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998 (CCYP 
Act 1998) The Volunteer/Student Declaration can be downloaded at check.kids.nsw.gov.au. 
It must be faxed or scanned and emailed to the Approved Screening Agency. It cannot be 
completed online. 

3.3 The agency representative is responsible for verifying the identity of volunteers or students, 
checking their Driver’s License or Passport where necessary.

3.4 The agency representative may also request and follow up references provided by 
volunteers.

3.5 The declaration also asks the volunteer or student applicant to consent to a relevant 
criminal record check.

3.6 

3.7 The Volunteer/Student declaration should be provided to volunteers or students in 
advance so that they are in a position to withdraw if they are unable to sign the declaration. 
Details of the offences can be obtained at www.kids.nsw.gov.au and applicants can also 
contact the Commission for Children and Young People on (02) 9286 7219 if they are 
concerned they may be prohibited, or may seek legal advice.

4. Storage of records related to pre-employment screening
4.1 The Commission for Children and Young People may review records in the course of 

exercising its monitoring and auditing functions. 

4.2 Copies must be kept of all Application Declaration and Consents, Volunteer/Student 
Declarations and Adult Household Member Consents and (for foster care, family day care 
and other home based care only). These should be retained for at least two years after the 
person ceases employment with the agency. It may be an offence if these forms cannot be 
supplied if lawfully requested by a Screening Agency or the Commission for Children and 
Young People within this time frame

4.3 The Employer Request for Background Check should be retained until the Check result is 
obtained.

3.6 The agency should make its own decision regarding the use of background checks for 
students, and for volunteers where they will not receive a Working with Children Check.   
See check.kids.nsw.gov.au/employer-guidelines.php for information about police checks. 
A fee of about $50 must be paid for these checks. 
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4.4 The Check outcome should be retained for at least two years after the person leaves 
employment with the agency.

Responding to Allegations:
Under the Commission for Children and Young People Act 1998 employers are responsible 
for investigating certain allegations in relation to employee conduct involving children and 
to make certain reports to the Commission in relation to findings of those investigations. 
Designated agencies under the Ombudsman Act 1974 must follow certain procedures if 
agency staff become aware of an allegation against an employee in relation to children 
under 18 years. Designated non-government agencies include agencies providing 
substitute residential care and childcare centres. The Ombudsman Act applies to allegations 
made against any employee employed by the agency, not only those working in child care 
or substitute residential care. 

Two versions of the section Responding to Allegations have been provided, one relating to 
designated non-government agencies who have responsibilities under the Ombudsman 
Act, and one to other non-government agencies whose responsibilities are stated in the 
Commission for Children and Young People Act. Delete the section that does not apply to 
the agency.

5. Responding to Allegations: Designated Agency. 
5.1 If any agency staff member is advised of a reportable allegation against an employee in 

relation to children they should advise the Head of Agency as soon as practicable. 

Signed and Date       Review Date 

5.2 This related to any employee, regardless of their position, 
and includes contractors, volunteers and students. 

Signed and Date       Review Date 
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5.3 Reportable allegations relate to allegations that involve:
 • Any sexual offence, or sexual misconduct committed against, with or in the presence 

of a child (including a child pornography offence);
 • Any assault, ill-treatment or neglect of a child;
 • Any behaviour that causes psychological harm to a child, even if the child consented to 

the behaviour. 
The allegation may be related to actions during the workplace or outside the workplace. 
Allegations must be investigated regardless of whether they involve a conviction or not. 
Where the allegation constitutes risk of significant harm, a report must be made to the 
Child Protection Helpline. 
Where an allegation involves a crime the employer should report the matter to NSW 
Police and ensure prior to commencing an investigation that this will not interfere with an 
investigation. 

5.4 The Head of Agency must ensure that the Ombudsman is advised of the allegation within 
30 days. Advice must include the details of the allegation, advice regarding disciplinary 
proceedings and any written submissions from the employee about action that should be 
taken. 

5.5 The Head of Agency must ensure that the allegation is investigated. All actions to be taken 
in response to an allegation should:
 • Be fair and without bias
 • Ensure an investigation is undertaken without undue delay
 • Ensure that investigations and decisions are not made by someone with a conflict of 

interest
 • Ensure that the outcome is supported by the evidence. 

5.6 An investigation should include:
 • Action to ensure the immediate safety of children, taking into account risks to all 

affected parties, in particular children. This may involve staff being directed to take 
leave, or changes to their duties

 • Contact with Community Services and NSW Police where required in which case 
children should not be interviewed by the agency as part of the investigation until 
Community Services and NSW Police have completed their own responsibilities. 

 • Gathering of necessary information, with clear documentation.
 • Advice to parents or carers and support to children, witnesses and others affected. The 

Head of Agency or their delegate is responsible for identifying and mobilising support. 
 • Support to the employee and an opportunity for them to respond in writing to the 

allegations 

 

Signed and Date       Review Date 
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 • Consideration of relevant information before making a finding, which is advised to the 
employee, and where appropriate to the child and/or their family

 • Taking action as indicated by evidence collected through the investigation, including 
any action necessary to manage risk 

 • Review of policies, procedures and practices, and changes to address any systemic 
factors identified during the investigation.

5.7 Exempt conduct allegations must be investigated but do not need to be advised to the 
Ombudsman unless an investigation determines that they are reportable conduct. Exempt 
conduct relates to:
 • Conduct that is reasonable for the purposes of discipline, management or care of 

children having regard to the age, maturity, health and other characteristics of the 
children, and to any relevant codes of conduct or professional standards (Exemption 
(a));

 • Use of physical force that, in all circumstances, is trivial or negligible but only if the 
matter is to be investigated and the result of the investigation recorded under 
workplace employment procedures (Exemption (b));

5.8 At the end of the investigation the Head of Agency must advise the Ombudsman of the 
outcome, providing any report relating to the investigation and advice regarding action to 
be taken. Findings from an investigation may be:
 • sustained, or 
 • not sustained (i.e. insufficient evidence is available to establish that the alleged 

conduct did or did not occur), or 
 • false (i.e. where inquiries into the matter find that reportable conduct or an act of 

violence did not occur), or 
 • vexatious (i.e. where inquiries into the matter find that the allegation was made 

without substance and with the intent of being malicious or to cause distress to the 
person against whom the allegation was made), or 

 • misconceived (i.e. where inquiries into the matter find that, even though the allegation 
was made in good faith; it was based on a misunderstanding of what actually occurred 
and the incident was not reportable conduct.

Outcomes of an investigation may be:
 - No further action
 - Disciplinary action, suspension, caution or termination, bearing in mind that 

termination of employment or formal warnings need to be supported by a 
thorough investigation of the reportable allegation against the employee. This 
information can be used if the employee challenges this decision through the 
Industrial Relations Commission or the Administrative Decisions Tribunal.

 - Amendments to policies and procedures
 - Action to reduce or eliminate future risk of reportable conduct, such as training.
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5.9 All documents relating to allegations must be kept confidentially at the direction of the 
Head of Agency. 

Signed and Date       Review Date 
  

5.10 Employees and parents have the right to complain to the Ombudsman if they are unhappy 
with the conduct of the investigation. 

5.11 The Head of Agency or their delegate must ensure that relevant employment proceedings 
are reported to the Commission for Children and Young People. 

A relevant employment proceeding is a completed disciplinary proceeding where an 
employer, or a professional or other body that supervises the professional conduct of the 
employee has found:
 • reportable conduct occurred, or some evidence that it occurred, or
 • an act of violence occurred, or some evidence that it occurred, in the course of 

employment and in the presence of a child.

Employers cannot report conduct where they have found:
 • the reportable conduct or act of violence did not occur; or
 • the allegations about the conduct were false, vexatious or misconceived.

5.12 Further information can be obtained from www.ombo.nsw.gov.au and    
www.kids.nsw.gov.au.

6. Responding to allegations (Non-Designated Non-government Agencies)
6.1 Allegations that paid staff member, management member, volunteer or student has 

committed any of the following behaviours in relation to a child, the agency is responsible 
for taking action that will:
 • ensure the safety of the child involved, and other children who are clients of the 

agency, and provide support as required
 • ensure the confidentiality of the staff member in the course of taking action, until the 

outcome of the allegation is determined
 • ensure risk of significant harm is reported to the Child Protection Helpline
 • ensure that allegations of a crime are reported to NSW Police
 • ensure that information needed to address the allegation is collected taking into 
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account the direction and activities of the Child Protection Helpline and the NSW 
Police 

 • ensure that that the findings and action taken in relation to the allegation are 
supported by the evidence

 • ensure that the allegation, response and outcome are documented and kept with the 
employees staff record in a secure and confidential manner

 • Ensure that relevant employment proceedings are reported to the Commission for 
Children and Young People. A relevant employment proceeding is a completed 
disciplinary proceeding where an employer, or a professional or other body that 
supervises the professional conduct of the employee has found:
 - reportable conduct occurred, or some evidence that it occurred, or
 - an act of violence occurred, or some evidence that it occurred, in the course of 

employment and in the presence of a child.
Employers cannot report conduct where they have found:

 - the reportable conduct or act of violence did not occur; or
 - the allegations about the conduct were false, vexatious or misconceived.

The behaviours of concern are:
 - sexual offence, or sexual misconduct committed against, with or in the presence of 

a child (including a child pornography offence);
 - Any assault, ill-treatment or neglect of a child;
 - Any behaviour that causes psychological harm to a child, even if the child 

consented to the behaviour. 

6.2 It is an offence for prohibited persons to remain in child-related employment so the agency 
cannot permit an employee to remain in child-related employment if advice is received 
that an employee has become a prohibited person.  See www.kids.nsw.gov.au for more 
information about prohibited persons. Check with the Commission for Children and Young 
People if you are advised of reportable allegations against an employee relating to a child 
where the conduct occurred outside the workplace. 

6.3 Further information in relation to reportable conduct and relevant employment 
proceedings can be obtained www.kids.nsw.gov.au or by contacting the Commission for 
Children and Young People on (02) 9286 7219. 

 

 

Signed and Date       Review Date 
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DOCUMENTING CONCERNS ABOUT 
CHILDREN, YOUNG PEOPLE AND FAMILIES

Policy statement:
Documenting concerns about children, young people and families is necessary to support 
identification of cumulative harm, assessment of strengths and needs, review of progress, and 
in some circumstances, identification of risk of significant harm and mandatory reporting.  Once 
information is recorded it can have long term impacts on intervention with families and can be 
subpoenaed by courts. Recorded information should be factual and reliable, and the origin of 
information should be clearly shown. 

Procedures:
1. General recording of child protection concerns

1.1. Concerns should be documented through factual observation containing descriptions of 
behaviour or conversation, the date and location where information was obtained, and the 
source of any information obtained from third parties. 

1.2 Records should be signed and dated so the author of the record can be clearly identified. 

1.3 Practitioners should only record opinions where they are professionally qualified to do so. 

1.4 Practitioners should not record their personal responses to the child, young person or 
family. Personal responses include the practitioner’s feelings about the client, speculation 
about the causes of difficulties, or fears about the client’s future. Such responses can be 
discussed in supervision. Records of supervision discussions on the client’s file should be 
restricted to actions to be taken. 

1.5 Practitioners should be mindful that any records may be subpoenaed at any time so they 
should be clear, concise and unambiguous. 

2. On referral:
2.1 When documenting child protection concerns in the course of receiving a referral ensure 

that:
 • Concerns are described clearly.
 • Where a diagnosis has been made that the identity of the person who made the 

diagnosis is clearly recorded and that this person was working within a relevant 
professional capacity. 

Policy

Policy - Documenting concerns about children, young 
people and families

[Sample policy- until signed, 

dated and printed]



CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE 39CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE38

Policy - Documenting concerns about ̂ n children, young people and families

 • If the source of a diagnosis cannot be identified or does not meet the criteria outlined 
above, the source of the information and its limitations should be clearly noted

 • Current or past Community Services involvement is clearly noted. Including contzct 
details of relevant professionals, where appropriate. 

 • If the referrer advises that a referral was prompted by a decision on the Mandatory 
Reporter Guide that this is noted. 

Practice example:

Mara received a referral for a 14 year old boy and his mother. The referrer  stated that 
the mother has bipolar disorder but has refused treatment. Mara asked the referrer ‘Who 
provided that diagnosis?’ The referrer said that it was in the agency file but it was not clear 
who had made the diagnosis. Mara asked ‘Have you discussed the diagnosis with the 
mother?’ The referrer said that the mother does not accept that she has any mental health 
issues. Mara recorded in the referral ‘The referrer said the agency file records concerns 
about Mrs X’ mental health but there is no documented assessment by a mental health 
professional. He states that Mrs X reports she does not have any mental health issues.’

3. Documenting emerging concerns
3.1 Some child protection concerns will only be identified when a number of observations are 

made and a pattern of cumulative harm is observed.  Often ongoing observations about 
children and young people, not just incidents of parental behaviour will be significant in 
identifying cumulative harm. 

3.2 Early in the process of identifying a pattern of concerns practitioners may be uncertain 
about the significance of observations. Practitioners should record behaviour and factual 
observations without recording speculation. 

3.3 Where there is discussion in supervision about possible child protection concerns, 
practitioners should document the concerning behaviours or observations that prompted 
the discussion and document any actions arising from this conversation. 

Practice example:

Yasmin visited her client Lina at home for the first time. Yasmin noted that Lina seemed 
quite vague and unfocused in her conversation. She could see that this made it hard for 
Lina to follow through on plans for her child. She wondered if Lina was drug affected, or 
had mental health issues She wrote in her notes ‘Lina moved from one topic to another so 
we did not reach agreement about any action today. ‘ In her diary she wrote a reminder 
next to her next appointment: ‘Check focus’. During the next visit Lina presented in a similar 
way. Yasmin asked her ‘Lina, I’ve noted that when we talk it’s hard to stay on one topic. Is 
there anything I need to know that might affect your organisation and planning skills?’ Later 
Yasmin notes in the file: I discussed with LIna her frequent moves from one topic to another. 
Lina told me that she had a head injury in a car accident two years ago, and this has affected 
her concentration span.’

Policy - Documenting concerns about children, young 
people and families
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4. Below the threshold of risk of significant harm
4.1 Where a pattern of child protection concerns is identified practitioners should use the 

Mandatory Reporter Guide to determine whether concerns reach the threshold for risk of 
significant harm.

4.2 If the Guide decision indicates concerns are below the reporting threshold, practitioners 
should summarise the information that they relied on in completing the guide, and should 
generate and retain in the file a pdf copy of the decision report. 

5.  Documenting reports of risk of significant harm
5.1 Where the Mandatory Reporter Guide decision is Report/Report Immediately, the 

practitioner should generate and retain in the file a pdf copy of the decision report. 

5.2 Practitioners should record on file the information they relied on in completing the guide. 
This should include details of any incidents observed, or disclosed, observations of the 
child or young person’s appearance or behaviour, any injuries observed, and any concerns 
related to domestic violence, carer’s alcohol or other drug use, or mental health issues.

Policy - Documenting concerns about children, young 
people and families
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EXPLAINING CHILD PROTECTION 
RESPONSIBILITIES TO CHILDREN, YOUNG 
PEOPLE AND FAMILIES

Policy:
Maintaining open and transparent relationships is a key element of child protection practice. 
Transparency is promoted by informing parents, and where appropriate, children and young people, 
at the beginning of a relationship with the agency, about the agency’s mandatory responsibilities 
regarding child protection. Unless this would compromise the safety of a child or young person, 
transparency should also be maintained throughout the working relationships, including where it is 
necessary to make a report of risk of significant harm. 

Procedures:
1. At intake:

1.1 During early contact with family members, staff should advise adults that confidentiality 
is limited by their legal obligations to exchange information with other agencies. These 
obligations relate both to keeping children safe and also to the safety of other members of 
the community, for example relating to reporting crimes or obtaining mental health care. 

1.2 Agency staff should advise family members that wherever possible they will be advised 
if a report of risk of significant harm needs to be made and that wherever possible, they 
will be involved in the process of exchanging information. This may not be possible where 
to provide this information could place someone at risk of harm, or interfere with a legal 
investigation. 

1.3 Where services are provided to older children or young people it may be appropriate 
to explain limits to confidentiality in relation to mandatory reporting and exchange of 
information. 

Policy
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Practice example:

Mel meets a new client, Kim, and asks her ‘How are you hoping we can be helpful?’ They 
talk for about an hour about Kim’s experiences and her ideas about what she needs. Mel 
then says ‘In a moment I’d look to talk with you about how our services could help you do 
some of the things we’ve talked about. Just before we do that, I need to give you some 
information we pass on to everyone working with this agency about our responsibilities for 
the safety of children, and of other clients. I need to let you know that while generally any 
information you tell us is confidential, and we can’t tell anyone, we have legal responsibilities 
to make reports or exchange information if there are good reasons to be concerned about 
safety, especially the safety of children. We will tell you if we have concerns about a child’s 
safety unless that would increase risk. Is there anything more you’d like to know about our 
legal responsibilities before we talk about our services?’ 

2. When a report of risk of significant harm must be made
2.1 Where risk of significant harm is identified, practitioners involved should carefully consider 

whether they are able to advise the parent that a report will be made, taking into account:
 • Is the parent expecting a report to be made? Would telling them about the report 

provide opportunities for them be involved in the process of reducing risks for their 
child?

 • How likely is it that the parent would leave the area with their child to avoid 
involvement with statutory authorities?

 • How likely is it that the parent would put pressure on a child or another person to 
retract information that they have disclosed about the child’s safety?

 •  How likely is it that the child/children may suffer adverse consequences (eg, an 
escalation in violence perpetrated upon them) once the parent/s become aware that a 
report has been made?

Where a child has disclosed sexual abuse, do not tell the parent about the disclosure or 
the need to make a report. There is a high risk in sexual abuse allegations of a child feeling 
pressure to retract their disclosure. 

2.2 If you are not sure whether to tell a parent that you need to make a report of risk of 
significant harm, or if you have any doubts about the possible consequences of telling a 
parent that a report has been made, you should check with your supervisor. 

2.3 Be aware that you may make a report guided by the MRG that may not meet the threshold 
for statutory involvement. This may be an opportunity to engaging family members in 
activities that may prevent the need for further reports. If you are concerned that parents 
are over-reacting to the news that a report is needed, it may be helpful to tell them that in 
many instances where reports are made children will remain in their parents’ care, although 
you can never offer a guarantee that this will be the case. 

Policy - Explaining child protection responsibilities to 
children, young people and families

[Sample policy- until signed, 

dated and printed]



CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE 43CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE42

Policy - Documenting concerns about ̂ n children, young people and families

2.4 Community Services will not tell the family that you have made the report. However often 
families will become preoccupied with the question of who has made the report, rather 
than addressing the concerns that led to the report. Even if you do not feel able to tell the 
family beforehand that you need to make a report, it may be helpful to acknowledge that 
you were the source of the report afterwards. 

2.5 The law10 says you can still provide services to a family once a report has been made. If you 
are not sure what your role should be in relation to the family, discuss this with the Child 
Protection Helpline when you make the report, or contact your local Community Services 
Centre if they haven’t contact you within 2-3 weeks of making the report. 

Practice examples:

Practice example 1: Mel has just started working with Kat and her family. Kat has only 
recently moved into the area, and appears to have moved around a good deal. Mel notes 
that details of her story keep changing, and she doesn’t follow through on plans. Twice 
Mel visits the home and finds that Kat is substance affected, and her young children are 
shut outside, on the second occasion in the rain. Mel is concerned that the children are 
underweight, and seem flat, listless and withdrawn. Mel checks the mandatory reporter 
guide and decides that she needs to make a report of risk of significant harm. She checks 
with her supervisor and decides that she will not tell Kat she has made the report until 
Community Services have assessed the situation. 

Practice example 2: Rima tells her support worker Mel that she is worried about coping 
with her eleven year old son. He has been suspended from school and Rima is finding it 
hard to get him to stay at home. She describes an incident this morning where she bruised 
her son’s face when she was struggling with him to stop him from leaving home.  She 
acknowledges that she felt very angry and lost control while they were struggling. Mel 
discusses with Rima several things that she may be able to do to help, including talking 
with the school. She reminds Rima about the discussion they had when Mel first visited the 
family about reporting child safety, and says that she will need to make a report, because 
bruising to the head is a serious injury. She tells Rima that she won’t know until she talks to 
Community Services what their response will be, but she will be available to support Rima 
through the process of getting help for her and her son. 

3. Consent to information exchange
3.1 When information is exchanged under Chapter 16A11 it is not necessary to have the family’s 

consent either verbally or in writing. 

10  S.29A, Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998
11  For more information on Chapter 16A, Children and Young Persons Care and Protection Act 1998 see pages 
21-26. 
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3.2 Consent in writing is necessary for all other exchanges of information, for example, where 
information is requested from a counsellor or medical practitioner in sole practice. 

3.3 Service users should not be asked to sign forms giving open consent to staff approaching 
agencies in general to exchange information. Open consents imply that service users can 
withdraw consent. For exchanges of information under Chapter 16A service providers may 
still be obligated to exchange information even if previously signed consent has been 
withdrawn. 

4. When information is exchanged under Chapter 16A
4.1 When an exchange of information is proposed, consider whether it is necessary for 

information to be exchanged without family involvement. This will depend on:
 • Whether your agency is still providing services to the family
 • Whether there are concerns for staff safety if the family is advised of the exchange of 

information
 • Whether you anticipate being able to continue to provide services to the family after 

information is exchanged
 • Whether the agency and the family have a shared view about the needs of children 

and young people and the progress that has been made to ensure these are 
addressed. 

Unless there are reasonable grounds to be concerned that involving the family will increase 
safety concerns about the child, it is preferable to involve family members in the process. 

4.2 Where information exchange is undertaken under the provisions of Chapter 16A is not 
necessary to have written consent to exchange information, but you may still be able to 
involve the family in the process. 

4.3 Ways of involving a family in information exchange may include:
 • Having an informal face to face meeting between the family, your agency, and the 

other agency with whom information is to be shared.
 • Writing a letter to the agency providing the requested information, and sharing this 

with the family.
Talking with the family about the information to be exchanged, or the information that has 
been received from another agency.

5. Involving children in information exchange
The law does not set an age at which children can give consent to sharing of information, 
or when they should be advised about information which is shared about them. Around 
the age of 12 years children are developing an understanding that different people may 
see things differently. However there is no obligation to advise children that information 
about them has been provided to another party if you believe it would compromise the 
child’s safety, welfare or wellbeing, or that of another person. 
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BEST ENDEAVOURS REQUESTS

Note: This policy applies only to non-government agencies receiving government funding. 

Policy:
As an agency in receipt of government funding,           

may receive requests from Community Services to use best endeavours to provide a service that will 
promote and safeguard the safety, welfare or wellbeing of a child. The agency is obligated to make a 
timely, considered and genuine effort to provide services requested in this way.

Signed and Date       Review Date 

Procedure:
1. When assessing referrals from Community Services, staff should routinely take into account the 

capacity of the service to promote and safeguard the safety, welfare and wellbeing of children. 
Consideration can be given to prioritising referrals where there are current child protection 
concerns without requiring a formal best endeavours request, providing the agency has the 
capacity to provide the service at that time, without compromising commitments to existing 
service users. 

2. Formal best endeavours requests will be received from Community Services in writing. Where 
a best endeavours request is received, it should be addressed promptly by the manager of the 
service requested. A written response to Community Services regarding the request should be 

sent within    

Signed and Date
       

Review Date 
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3. If the agency is able to provide the service requested, the written response should outline the 
details of the service that can be provided, including the time frame for immediate intake into 
the service, and any factors impacting on service delivery, such as the agreement of family 
members to the service being provided. 

4. If the agency cannot provide the service provided within the time frame  requested, a written 
response should be provided, outlining the relevant reasons. If the reasons related to a lack 
of available staff or other resources, the agency should indicate when resources are likely to 
become available. If the reasons relate to other factors, such as the service requested being 
outside the agency’s scope of competence, the reasons for refusal should be documented 
clearly. In addition to providing written advice, the relevant manager should contact Community 
Services directly, for example by phone, to advise that the agency is not able to provide the 
service requested, and to clarify the issues involved. 
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 • Good Practice Principles

 • Working with Aboriginal families, children and 
young people

 • Prevention and early intervention

 • Identifying concerns about children and 
young people

 • Day to day work with children, young people 
and families addressing child protection 
concerns
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GOOD PRACTICE PRINCIPLES

Keep the child in view
Children and young people need the adults in their lives to pay attention to their needs and 
concerns. When parents and other family members are going through difficult times the impacts on 
children and young people can often be overlooked. Where families have experienced difficulties 
over long periods, children and young people will often develop coping strategies that mask their 
own feelings and experiences. They may protect their parents by presenting as though all is well 
or by taking on care-giving roles for parents or others, or they may dismiss other’s concerns for 
them. While children and young people have a great capacity for resilience, it is important not to 
assume that children are fine, just because they, or those around them tell us so. Keep in mind how 
children and young people’s experiences compare with those of others in their community, and 
with what research tells us about children and young people’s basic needs. The more concerns there 
are about children and young people’s circumstances, the more plans developed with their family 
should include strategies that will directly benefit children and young people. Where the family 
circumstances make it difficult to work on goals at home, look at ways of impacting on the child 
or young person’s day to day environment, through child care, school or alternative education or 
employment programs, mentoring and recreation. 

Promote relationships based on trust and respect
Positive relationships are essential to achieving change for families, children and young people. 
Trust, respect, reliability and honesty are essential components of effective helping components. 
Relationships take time to develop, especially where family members haven’t found service provision 
to be helpful in the past. Family members may not feel safe telling their whole story at the beginning, 
so it can take time to build up a clear picture of what is happening for the family or young person. 
When people are in crisis, or have a long experience of difficulties that seem hard to address it can 
be hard to set goals, and stick with plans, so practitioners need to be able to work on small steps. 
It can be easy to step in and intervene, but doing this repeatedly can be disempowering, and 
undermine effective relationships. Even in challenging times, respectful practice means involving the 
family in decisions about how best to be helpful, and building on what families do best.  It may also 
sometimes involve accepting that service users may have different priorities to service providers, and 
may not choose to make changes that service providers believe would be in their interests.  Having a 
relationship doesn’t guarantee that family members or children and young people will be customers 
for change, Sometimes respectful practice will involve an honest discussion about the limits of 
service provision, and the need to cease involvement with the family.  

Practice Guide
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Be willing to name concerns about children and young people in a timely way
No one wants to feel criticised or judged, particular in relation to parenting. At the same time, 
parents involved in statutory child protection sometimes express frustration that no one offered 
them help or told them that others had concerns about their child before it became necessary to 
involve statutory agencies. Practitioners may have to balance their desire to maintain a positive 
relationship with the family with their recognition that issues for a child or young person haven’t 
been acknowledged. While building trust with family members early on is important, as the family 
become more comfortable with a service provider it can more difficult to be honest about concerns 
that have been identified. Flagging concerns doesn’t mean that the family have to do something 
about them, but it does mean issues have been named, which means it is easier to come back to 
them, and easier to drawn attention to indications that a child or young person’s situation is getting 
worse.  If families don’t bring up issues themselves, try inviting them to do so, by asking questions, 
or making observations in a respectful way, or naming concerns using ‘I’ messages. Hearing a worker 
saying ‘I am wondering about how this is affecting Ben’ is easier to hear then being told ‘You aren’t 
prioritising Ben.’

Working collaboratively with other agencies
No one agency has all the resources that a child, young person or family needs. Often families 
with extra challenges will need help to negotiate their relationships with various agencies, which 
may include universal service providers such as schools or health care agencies, statutory agencies 
such as police or juvenile justice, and specialist government and non-government services. Often 
the more complex a family’s circumstances the more agencies may have been involved. Working 
with other agencies can be challenging for many reasons. Each agency may have a different role, 
procedures and constraints, and practitioners may have conflicting ideas about who should be 
assisting the family, child or young person, and how. Working with vulnerable children and young 
people raises practitioners’ anxieties, and make it harder to hear the perspectives of others. Families 
may present to different agencies in different ways, and may form alliances that add complexity to 
interagency relationships. To promote effective collaboration practitioners can:

 • Seek to understand the roles of other service providers and to recognise their unique 
contributions and constraints. 

 • Reach out to other agencies working with individual children, young people and families to 
ensure that there is a shared understanding of goals and plans, especially where there are 
complex needs or emerging concerns. 

 • Make sure that mutual responsibilities are clearly understood by family members and 
agency partners, by communicating clearly and proactively, and by documenting 
agreements clearly. 

 • Address conflict early, without blaming or judging other parties. 

 • Invest time as part of a team effort to maintain open communication with agencies that are 
most relevant to the children, young people and families with whom they work. 
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Make use of supervision
Practitioners working with families where there are child protection concerns need regular effective 
supervision which includes the opportunity to reflect on practitioners’ experiences and reactions. 
Effective supervision will:

 • Ensure the child/young person remains in focus, even where there are pressing concerns 
impacting on family members or agencies. 

 • Assist practitioners to identify the impact of personal beliefs and experiences on their 
responses in the workplace, and to address these in ways that are beneficial both for the 
practitioner and children/young people and families with whom they work. 

 • Help practitioners find empathy for children, young people and adults 
 • Assist practitioners to identify when they don’t have the skills, service capacity or level of 

engagement with the family to support continuing to provide services, and so should 
withdraw, even when they have not been able to address concerns about a child/young 
person. 

 • Assist practitioners to continue efforts to engage a child/young person or family even 
where this has been difficult. 

 • Provide an opportunity to reflect on interagency relationships, and look for opportunities 
for collaboration around shared concerns for children/young people and families in spite 
of past conflict, differences in philosophy or structure or different views about the child/
young person and family. 

 • Challenge practitioners to consider other ways of understanding the child and family’s 
circumstances and responding effectively. 

Think about existing Policy and Practice:
 • Do staff have adequate access to effective supervison?
 • Are there examples of staff being able to name concerns in a timely way?
 • How do agency staff maintain collaborative relationships with other agencies?
 • Are collaborations dependent on personal relationships, or are there systems in place to 

maintain ongoing collaboration?
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WORKING WITH ABORIGINAL FAMILIES, 
CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE

Aboriginal children and young people are significantly over-represented in the child protection 
system in NSW. Practitioners should be mindful of the historical role of child welfare agencies, 
government and non-government, in relation to Aboriginal communities, and the current impact 
that this has on engagement with Aboriginal service users. 

For generations Aboriginal families have experienced the involvement of government and non-
government agencies as intrusive and controlling. Aboriginal adults’ movements were restricted, 
their control of day to day living was curtailed, and they were denied the opportunity to raise their 
children. Many Aboriginal families today experience both the legacy of trauma and dislocation 
and ongoing fear and distrust of service provision by government or non-government social care 
agencies. Although the development of agencies managed by Aboriginal organizations, and wider 
spread employment of Aboriginal staff by mainstream agencies has gone some way to addressing 
these issues, significant barriers to effective service provision to Aboriginal communities and 
individuals remain.  

Aboriginal family members will each have their own attitudes and preferences, Different living 
situations (rural Vs urban), different life experiences, especially in relation to history of removal, and 
previous service engagement will all impact on relationships with service providers. 

Strategies for Working with Aboriginal Children, Young People and Families
The following general strategies may help services working with Aboriginal families to develop more 
effective partnerships with service users. 

Relationships are key
In response to the question ‘What do families wish agencies knew about being helpful?” an 
Aboriginal community member commented:

 • Be flexible

 • Open-minded

 • Staff experienced as trustworthy

 • Non-judgmental

 • Listen to the community’s wants and needs. 12

Working at the family’s pace, and taking care not to impose solutions is always important, but 
especially for Aboriginal families. 

12  Marrickville Professional Practice Group Project, 2011
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Be transparent about mandatory reporting and information sharing
While there may be situations where families will choose not to use services because of concerns 
about confidentiality, it is preferable for families to be aware up front of service providers’ obligations. 

Acknowledge the contribution of extended family
Kin relationships often play a significant role in Aboriginal families, and extended family members 
may play an important part in care giving arrangements. Assessing Aboriginal families only from 
a nuclear family perspective can mean practitioners miss important information about family 
functioning and resources.  

Promote respectful practice
All services can promote reconciliation by ensuring that discriminatory or racist views are 
unacceptable in the workplace. This includes working for the best possible outcomes for children, 
respecting their unique cultural circumstances and not assuming poor outcomes, or poor 
environments are acceptable or inevitable for Aboriginal children. Permission to discuss challenges 
openly in supervision, access to training in culturally competent practice, and consultation with 
respected Aboriginal community representatives can promote the capacity of staff to work in this 
way. 

Seek to collaborate with Aboriginal service providers
Aboriginal service providers can face particular pressures because of community expectations 
from both Aboriginal families, and non-Aboriginal colleagues. Services can help Aboriginal service 
providers remain effective and avoid burnout by having realistic expectations, encouraging 
participation of Aboriginal agencies in interagency networks, and respecting colleagues’ boundaries. 

Respect family choices
Some Aboriginal service users will choose only Aboriginal run services, while others will use a mix of 
mainstream and Aboriginal agencies, and still others will choose not to engage with some Aboriginal 
services, especially if they have extended family working there. While it may be relevant to ensure 
that Aboriginal service users have access to information about Aboriginal organizations, mainstream 
organizations should also respect individual service user’s preferences, without needing explanations 
about why they do not want to use a specific Aboriginal agency. 13 Aboriginal service users may 
choose not to engage with agencies over extended periods of time. Using services for short periods 
enables service users to ensure they maintain control over the service provision process, and may 
also reflect service providers’ concern that being seen to have ongoing or significant needs may have 
negative consequences, such as involvement with statutory services.If family members have felt 
supported while receiving services, they will be more likely to come back again. 

13  Note that the Aboriginal Placement Principle (s.13, Children and Young Persons,(Care and Protection) Act) 
means that priority should be given to placing Aboriginal children with Aboriginal kin or community, even where 
their parents may not support this. 
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Identifying Aboriginal Service Users
Generally an Aboriginal person is someone of Aboriginal descent, who identifies as an Aboriginal 
and who is accepted as Aboriginal by their community. Only Aboriginal people can determine 
who is Aboriginal. Accurate information about Aboriginal (and Torres Strait Islander) service users is 
important in developing effective interventions for individual families, children and young people, 
and in planning service delivery and community engagement. The most effective way to have 
accurate information about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander service users is to ensure that service 
users are asked about their cultural identity. You cannot reliably assess a person’s Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander status just from a person’s physical appearance. If you don’t routinely ask people about 
their identity, you are likely to underestimate the number of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders with 
whom you work. 

Bear in mind that Aboriginal people may choose not to tell you about their identity, particularly 
if they are concerned that this may impact on the way they are viewed, or their access to specific 
services. Identity is dynamic rather than fixed, so that someone may choose to identify as Aboriginal, 
where previously they did not. In particular, people who were removed from their parents, or 
who are descended from people who were removed who discover they are of Aboriginal descent 
may over time come to connect more strongly with their Aboriginal identity, particularly as they 
experience acceptance into a local Aboriginal community. 

Think about existing Policy and Practice:
 • How welcoming is your agency for Aboriginal service users? 

 • What connections do you have with local Aboriginal agencies? 

 • Who can you consult with in your community about how best to meet the needs of 
Aboriginal children, young people and/or families?

 • How accurate is the information your agency holds regarding Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander service users?

 • Have your non-Aboriginal staff had access to Aboriginal cultural appreciation training?

For further information please visit:
http://www.community.nsw.gov.au/DOCSWR/_assets/main/LIB100039/ABORIGINAL_RESOURCE.PDF
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PREVENTION AND EARLY INTERVENTION

Child maltreatment is complex and there is no formula for prevention. However there are some 
factors that increase the likelihood of child abuse and neglect, and there are others that function as 
buffers to reduce the likelihood that children and young people will experience significant harm. 
Practitioners working with children, young people and parents may have opportunities to address 
risk factors early, and to promote resilience. When setting goals with children, young people and 
parents be aware of the changes that are most likely to promote safety and positive outcomes. Look 
for ways to promote ways in which children, young people and parents can achieve things they 
value while also making changes that will promote safety and wellbeing. For example, life will be 
more enjoyable for parents if life with their children is more settled; young people can have more 
control over their lives if police and other authorities aren’t taking up their time. Practitioners in the 
community cannot make people do things because we think they should, we can only promote 
options we believe are beneficial in ways that make the benefits clear and attractive. 

Undertaking such activities doesn’t guarantee safety, so it is important that while working on these 
strategies practitioners remain aware of indicators of risk of significant harm. 

Reducing stress
Chronic high levels of stress make life hard for parents, children and young people. Stressed parents 
are more likely to be physically and emotionally abusive, and are less able to tune into their child’s 
feelings and make good judements about their needs. Current evidence suggests that exposure to 
high levels of stress in early childhood impacts on children’s brains, impairing their development. 
Adolescents exposed to ongoing stress at home will find it harder to benefit from education, and 
will be more vulnerable to risky coping strategies such as substance use. When households have 
accommodated to chronic high levels of stress adjusting to lower levels of stress can take time and 
effort, as individuals reassess ways that they have dealt with stress (e.g. substance use), and start 
relating to each other in new ways.  Sometimes stresses will be very difficult to address because 
resources such as affordable housing are in short supply. It can be difficult to set goals for improving 
family relationships or parenting practices when basic stability can’t be attained. 

Strategies for reducing stress include:
 • Access to secure and affordable housing

 • Safety from physical and psychological violence (e.g. obtaining and enforcing AVOs)

 • Addressing debts and managing finances

 • Consistent health care (especially where family members are taking medication to manage 
mental health issues)

 • Household routines

 • Regular exercise and sleep 
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Promoting safety
Maintaining basic safety protects children and young people from danger and reduces the likelihood 
of involvement with statutory authorities. Information can help family members prioritise safety. 
This may be especially useful where family members grew up outside Australia, and so aren’t familiar 
with Australian laws and expectations, or where family members didn’t experience basic safety 
themselves when young. 

Strategies for promoting basic safety include:
 • Maintaining a safe physical environment at home

 • Not smoking in the presence of children

 • Use of car restraints

 • Not driving when substance affected

 • Ensuring safe supervision of children

 • Recognising domestic violence and strategies to protect children from domestic violence

 • Balancing risks and opportunities regarding social media and electronic entertainment.

Promoting positive social connections
Social isolation significantly increases the risk of abuse and neglect. Isolated families have fewer 
buffers against stress, and also have less access to information about community expectations, and 
less access to ideas about needs and options. Enabling children, young people and parents to find 
safe places where they can build positive connections may be the first step in preventing harm and 
promoting positive outcomes. 

Not all social connections contribute to positive outcomes. Bringing together adolescents who 
are all already are at risk for offending behaviour may increase, rather than reduce risks. Grouping 
together parents who are all in crisis may encourage close relationships but provide only limited 
opportunities for parents to share learning and positive strategies. 
Some households end up primarily relying on paid practitioners for their social networks. These 
relationships have very limited opportunities for continuity, mutuality and reciprocity. Our goal 
should always be to support the development of genuine networks of connection, not to take their 
place.  

Strategies for promoting social connections include:
 • Supporting the development of safe places where community members of all ages can 

meet and have influence. Examples include playgroups, playgrounds, parent groups, 
sporting activities and facilities, libraries and youth centres.

 • Assisting parents to make the most of everyday connection points in the community, such 
as parents meeting at the school gate

 • Practitioners setting boundaries in relationships to discourage dependence and promote 
autonomy
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Working on relationships
Relationship skills are the bedrock of effective community participation and parenting. It is hard 
to relate effectively with others if you have had limited experience of people relating effectively 
with you. Practitioners can play an important role in promoting relationship skills by engaging in 
positive relationships. It is important to recognise how easily children, young people and especially 
parents may feel judged and blamed when they have difficulty doing what paid staff seem to do 
so easily.  While children, young people and parents may allow others to tell them what to do such 
experiences rarely lead to sustained personal development. Attention to listening, taking time to 
explore feelings, honesty, reliability and looking for competence are essential parts of working on 
relationships. Sometimes this will be easier using pictures than relying only on words. Experiencing 
positive relationships helps children, young people and parents identify unhealthy or dangerous 
relationships in their lives, and to take steps to end abuse. Working on relationships alone can create 
dependence, so practitioners need to regular check that there is a purpose and direction to the 
relationships they maintain. This is especially important where households experience ongoing 
crises, as it may not be helpful or viable to step into the role of crisis manager.

Strategies for working on relationships include
 • Being reliable

 • Setting consistent boundaries

 • Inviting reflection on experiences

 • Staying calm, and using ‘I’ messages if necessary to give feedback

 • Encouraging discussion about the child, young person or parents’ ideas about solutions

 • Asking about times when life has gone well, or imagining the future when life is going well.

Promoting participation in education
Participation in education is a major pathway for promoting better outcomes for children and young 
people. There are many barriers to positive participation in education, and barriers are more likely 
where parents have not had positive experiences of education themselves.  School attendance 
issues can be an early indicator of more significant underlying difficulties for children, young people 
and familes.  Because of this habitual non-attendance is now part of the legal definition of risk of 
significant harm.  Schools often have limited capacity to engage parents and promote links between 
home and school, so assistance from services who have positive relationships with families can be 
beneficial. Supporting communication and negotiation between parents and education providers, 
paying attention to early signs of difficulty, prioritising attendance, and advocating for children and 
young people with additional educational needs can make a big difference to education outcomes 
for children and young people. 

Strategies for promoting participation in education include:
 • Encourage enrolment of preschool aged children in good quality early education programs

 • Encourage family participation in transition to school activities

 • Ask families about school experiences and encourage participation in school community 
activities
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 • Pay attention to early signs of attendance issues

 • Offer assistance to maintain communication between home and school

 • Be mindful of challenges in the transition between primary and secondary school

 • Facilitate discussion of school alternatives for secondary students before they are 
disengaged from school.

Involvement in community activities
Studies in resilience have highlighted the benefits of participation by children and young people 
in sporting and other recreation activities, especially where they involve skill development, adult 
mentoring and group participation. Similarly research14 has identified benefits from participation 
in values based activities promoted by religious organisations or in activities that promote positive 
cultural identity. Families that are socially isolated, and young people who are separated from family 
experience double disadvantage because they may find it more difficult to initiate and sustain these 
structured connections. Building connections early, in the primary school years, promotes greater 
opportunities for these to be sustained during the adolescent years when positive reference points 
outside the immediate family are most needed. 

Strategies for promoting involvement in community activities include:
 • Discussing children and young people’s interests and looking at ways of pursuing them

 • Publicising ‘come and try days’, enrolment days and fee subsidy projects to make it easier for 
children and young people to access sporting activities

 • Encouraging parents to set protective boundaries in relation to adults who have contact 
with their children

 • Encouraging parents to connect, or reconnect with organisations they have valued in the 
past.

Think about existing Policy and Practice:
 • How does the agency contribute to the capacity of local community members to raise 

children who will do well?

 • How does the agency promote the participation of children and young people in 
education?

 • How does the agency promote the development of informal support networks?

14 Wenner, E., Protective Factors and individual Resilience in Handbook of Early Childhood Intervention, (2000) 
Shonkoff, J. and Meisel, S. (eds), Cambridge, 2000
Unger, M., Dumond, C., and Mcdonald, W., (2005), Risk, Resilience and Outdoor Programmes for At-risk Children, 
Journal of Social Work, 5(3) 319-338

Practice Guide - Prevention and early intervention



CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE 57

Practice Guide - Prevention and early intervention 

CHILD PROTECTION GUIDE TO POLICY AND PRACTICE56

IDENTIFYING CONCERNS ABOUT CHILDREN 
AND YOUNG PEOPLE
Across NSW children and young people are growing up in a range of circumstances. Many factors 
will influence the opportunities and life outcomes for those children, some relating to the individual 
child, such as academic ability or good health, some relating to their family, such as parenting 
capacity, financial resources and extended family supports, and some to their community, such 
as safe physical environments, acceptance of diversity and the capacity of schools nurture the 
development of students with different needs and interests. Generally the community expects that 
families will be responsible for the day to day care and decision making involved with their children, 
while recognising that children and young people also have rights, for example as identified in the 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Government and non-government agencies 
provide access to various services and supports, with the aim of assisting parents and promoting 
positive outcomes for children and young people. 

Within the community some families will struggle to care for their children, and there is generally 
acceptance that in the most serious circumstances, the government should be able to step in, 
protect children from harm, and determine whether families can be assisted to meet children’s 
needs, or whether some alternative form of care must be arranged, such as care with relatives, foster 
carers or by paid staff. Practitioners who have regular contact with children and young people have 
by law particular responsibilities to identify and respond to children who are at risk of significant 
harm. Practitioners in such roles have a particular responsibility to be alert to concerns relating to the 
safety, welfare and wellbeing of children and young people, as these may mean that a child or young 
person is currently experiencing significant harm, or is at risk of such harm. 

While risk of significant harm can sometimes be determined from one statement or observation 
(e.g. where a child discloses sexual assault, or a serious injury is observed) often identification of risk 
of significant harm arises from observation over time. Statutory intrusion has a limited capacity to 
create positive change for families, is resource intensive and may be experienced itself as traumatic 
and so is restricted only to those situations where concerns are greatest, and the evidence for those 
concerns is most clear. Practitioners can expect that in the course of their work they will have contact 
with children, young people and families where they will identify concerns such as instances of 
neglect, verbal abuse or family violence but where these will not reach the threshold for statutory 
intervention. Where concerns are identified below the threshold for statutory intervention responses 
may include: 

 • Promoting involvement of the child, young person and/or parents in activities that build 
trust and social networks. 

 • Waiting to step in when family members ask for help, perhaps as a result of a crisis. 

 • Referring families to services that can address concrete concerns such as housing and 
finances.
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 • Keeping track of children’s experiences, with a view to reporting later, if the situation 
deteriorates. 

 • Assisting family members to learn new coping strategies either through one to one or group 
therapeutic or education interventions. 

 • Developing community based activities that enhance the day to day experiences of 
children, young people and family members. 

Identifying the best course of action where concerns are below the threshold for reporting will 
involve responding to the individual circumstances of the child, young person and family and the 
local environment, supports and services. 

Think about existing Policy and Practice:
 • What provision does the agency make for training staff to identify child protection 

concerns?

 • What supports can staff access when they are unsure about the best ways to assist 
children, young people and families?

 • How does the agency ensure that staff members have accurate information available 
about other services who may play a valuable role in assisting the family?
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DAY TO DAY WORK WITH CHILDREN, YOUNG 
PEOPLE AND FAMILIES ADDRESSING CHILD 
PROTECTION CONCERNS

Overall:
Effective child protection work always involves balancing concerns abouh risk and danger with an 
awareness of the potential of families to change and grow. It is important to remember that we may 
be seeing families at the very lowest point in their lives, and that while we may need to act to keep 
children safe when their parents cannot, almost all parents love their children and want good things 
for them. 

The primary elements of case management are:
 • Assessment

 • Case planning

 • Implementation

 • Monitoring and review

 • Transfer and closure15

Assessment
Assessment begins at the first point of contact, including the referral process. 

Referrals from agencies: 
Screening for child protection concerns at intake ensures that the agency is aware from the 
beginning of contact with the family where there is current Community Services’ involvement, or 
there are concerns that have not met the threshold for reporting. Asking a prompt question assists 
referring agencies to identify information that is relevant for the agency receiving the referral.  An 
example of a safety/wellbeing prompt is:
Have you needed to make a risk of significant harm report while working with this family, or did 
you identify safety or wellbeing needs impacting on the child/ren young person/s that you saw as 
important for the children, but which have not been met?
Referring agencies may not be aware of all the details of the family circumstances or Community 
Services involvement with a family, so just because there are no apparent concerns identified 
at intake does not mean no concerns exist. (See pages 23-26: Exchanging Information for more 
information on sharing information about concerns, especially where it is difficult to involve family 
members in the process.)

15  Child Wellbeing and Child Protection – NSW Interagency Guidelines
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Self -referrals: 
Being asked directly about child protection concerns is confronting for families referring themselves 
for services, and may discourage them from pursuing the referral. Rather than routinely asking 
families if they have had contact with Community Services, ask families about how they heard about 
the service, and what kind of help they are looking for. This can help identify families who are seeking 
assistance prompted by Community Services’ involvement. Services can then take this information 
into account in working out whether they are the best placed agency to accept referrals, and what 
assistance might be helpful to a child or young person. 

Referrals from Community Services: 
Referrals by Community Services will generally be made as part of a response to a risk of significant 
harm report. (See pages 23-26: Exchange of Information for information about requesting 
information from Community Services.) 

Some services will be funded specifically to work with families where risk of significant harm has 
been identified, and will have specific protocols around referral. For services in general, relevant 
information to obtain when taking a referral from Community Services includes:

 • How concerned are Community Services workers about children and/or young people in 
the family?

 • If risks reduce so that Community Services concerns are addressed, what will be happening 
differently?

 • What involvement will Community Services’ workers have in monitoring progress?

 • How does the referral relate to any statutory requirements such as contracts, restoration 
plans, supervision orders or other kinds of care plans?

Undertaking Assessment: 
Assessment involves developing an understanding of the family, child and/or young person’s context 
and needs by hearing the family’s story. Assessment is an ongoing, dynamic process, but often 
service providers will focus attention on assessment early in their relationship with the family, The 
kind of assessment undertaken depends on the service that the worker is responsible for providing. 
The assessment that it needed for a worker to provide a food voucher will be very different to that 
required for a family support program with group work, case management and children’s services. 

Where a service has responsibility for providing services that address a comprehensive range of child 
and family needs, it can be hard for families to understand how the service can be helpful because 
the kind of help that could be offered is flexible and customised to the family’s needs. Assessment 
both identifies where help could be useful, and helps the family understand how the service can 
assist.  Some agencies will have an assessment framework to guide their discussion and make it 
harder to overlook factors that may be impacting on the family. 

Because outcomes for children and young people are strongly influenced by the family’s 
environment, it is important to pay attention to housing, finances, access to transport, education 
and health care. These issues are often the ones families are most concerned about. Sometimes 
where parents are stressed and overwhelmed their own story can dominate the assessment process. 
Services need to keep the children in view, as their experience may be different to that of their 
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parents. Sometimes struggling parents will see the child as the ‘problem’ rather than seeing the 
child’s issues as reflecting the difficulties experienced by the whole family. An important task of 
family-focused assessment is looking at the children in the context of the family’s circumstances, and 
the carer’s strengths and challenges. 

Past child protection history can be a sensitive issue to discuss, but this information can be very 
relevant where services are responsible for providing services . Introducing the question of 
involvement of Community Services currently or in the past as a routine question asked of families in 
general can make it easier for families to discuss this issue. 

Often the initial assessment of a family, child or young person’s needs can colour all subsequent 
involvement, so it is very important to review assessments in response to new information and be 
open to the possibility that initial assessments of need or risk should be revised. It’s also important to 
remember that services often engage with families in crisis, when their limitations are most evidence, 
and their strengths may not be apparent. Keeping an open mind is important as first impressions 
may not give an accurate picture of the family’s circumstances. 

Assessment should always include identification of family strengths as well as needs or issues. 
Identifying strengths provides opportunities to:

 • Engage parents by assuming that they will have strengths, and diligently looking for these

 • Identify goals and strategies based on times in the past when family members have coped 
well and looking at how they could bring these experiences into the present

 • Identify goals and strategies that involve extending family members’ competence or 
supports in one aspect of their life into others. 

 • Maintain motivation by providing positive feedback regarding strengths and progress. 

When working with families where there are child protection or wellbeing concerns it is important to 
remember that just finding strengths does not mean that a child will be protected. In fact assuming 
that finding a strength reduces the significance of risks can be dangerous for children and young 
people as it can contribute to minimising concerns about children, in spite of evidence that they are 
not doing well.  Struggling parents who fear judgement by services may talk up strengths to protect 
themselves, and their children from closer scrutiny.  Effective assessment of strengths, especially 
where there are child protection and wellbeing concerns must involve exploration of how the family 
draws on strengths to ensure safety and positive experiences and outcomes for children and young 
people. 

Case Planning
 • Developing a written plan

 • Developing plans for families who are referred by Community Services

 • Case meetings
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Developing a written plan
Having a written plan with clearly stated outcomes that can be reviewed, time frames and allocation 
of responsibility ensures accountability in addressing child protection and wellbeing concerns. 
Without a plan it is easy to lose direction.  Difficulty in identifying outcomes should be flag to look 
more closely at work being undertaken where there are child protection or wellbeing concerns. Just 
maintaining a relationship with a parent is usually not be enough to address protection or wellbeing 
concerns. 

The more significant the concerns that have been identified about children or young people, the 
more important that over the time an agency is working with a family, child or young person, plans 
directly address children and young person’s needs. 

Addressing concrete needs such as housing, food, medical care, clothing, child care and a safe 
physical environment initially can create a foundation for working on relationship and skill issues. 
Family members can generally see the benefits of concrete services, and so are more likely to be 
motivated to work with service providers. Often these issues will have arisen during a crisis, when 
family members are most likely to be open to assistance. 

Once family members have developed some trust in service providers, it is easier to discuss more 
sensitive issues, such as relationships, family violence and parenting strategies. For intervention to 
be effective family members need to be involved in negotiating the help they are to receive, and 
the outcomes that are relevant to them. Practitioners may find it challenging when family members 
don’t appear interested in assistance that practitioners believe is much needed, especially when 
this relates to children or young people. Sometimes parents will be open to receiving emotional or 
social support for themselves, but this alone is often not enough to promote significant change for 
children and young people where there are child protection and wellbeing concerns. 
Often once a crisis is past the family’s interest will move on to other things, and it can be difficult to 
regain interest and momentum. Don’t assume that just because a family has worked with you on 
initial concerns that they are committed to ongoing work. 

Consider these strategies for promoting family involvement in planning:
 • Ask the parent to help you understand what they need. While this may take more time at the 

beginning, it can save time in the long run. 

 • Highlight the benefits of service involvement for families. Being open to services can be hard 
work for families, and they need to feel that it is worth taking the risk. 

 • Don’t assume that focusing on their child’s needs will be enough to motivate parents. They 
may feel you are suggesting that they are a poor parent, or that you are only interested 
in the child, not in them. Some parents may be motivated more readily if you can find a 
‘win,win’, the possibility that both they and their child will benefit. For example, if the there 
are less arguments at home this will make life happier for the parent and child. 

 • Avoid ‘you’ and ‘should’ messages, even where you are basing your comments on sound 
evidence about parenting. Generalising comments are often easier for parents to hear. For 
example ‘Lots of parents have told me’ or ‘There is a lot of advice that says….’. 
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Practice example:

Plans start with immediate concerns, then become more child-focused: Ameera was 
referred to a family service because she had rent arrears and other debts. Initally her worker 
Sara focused on assisting Ameera to negotiate ways of paying off her debts, most of which 
were connected to her relationship with her ex-partner. In the process Sara heard Ameera’s 
story, and identified that Ameera’s ex-partner continued to have a significant impact on 
her life, and on her children. Over time Ameera and Sara developed a clearer picture of 
the family situation, and Ameera decided that she wanted to set new boundaries for her 
family. She recognised that she needed to be strong to do this, because initially her partner’s 
reaction might make things more difficult, and even dangerous in the family. With Sara’s 
support Ameera applied for an AVO, and negotiated the complex process of developing a 
parenting plan. Along the way Ameera worked on parenting skills, recognising that while 
living with her former partner the whole family was ‘walking on eggshells’ which had meant 
she had to work on her relationships with her children now their context had changed. 
Early on Ameera tended to complain about her children. Sara recognised that if she argued 
with Ameera about this, Ameera would most likely feel blame, and give up. She patiently 
highlighted the children’s strengths, and provided Ameera with information about the way 
domestic violence impacts on children. She also supported the children to speak up more 
about how the family was getting on, and what they wanted their home life to be like.  By 
the time Sara finished her work with the family Ameera had developed a warmer and more 
positive relationship with her children. 

Developing plans for families who are referred by Community Services
Where families are referred by Community Services, especially to services that are funded solely 
to accept Community Services referrals, the initial focus will be on addressing the concerns that 
prompted Community Services’ involvement. Families will be engaged more readily in planning and 
intervention where Community Services’ concerns are outlined clearly, and where there is a clear 
statement regarding what family members must do to avoid their children’s removal or achieve their 
restoration. Clarity about concerns is important because families may not understand the basis of 
child protection concerns, and having a clear written plan that identifies why Community Services is 
concerned and what would address their concerns makes this clearer for families. 

Some families will find it difficult to accept that there is a basis for concern, and may argue that 
concerns have been exaggerated. This can be challenging for practitioners as it is hard to tell the 
difference between a family who are rightfully concerned about exaggerated concerns and a family 
where minimising and dismissing concerns is a way of protecting the family from close scrutiny. 
Unless you have clear evidence that child protection concerns are misplaced, the safest stance for 
practitioners to take is to appreciate the family’s frustration, and seek their assistance in identifying 
ways that they can demonstrate their capacity for protectiveness, and so allay concerns. 
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Case meetings
Bringing practitioners and family members together can be a valuable strategy for planning and 
coordinating services, providing thorough preparation is undertaken beforehand.  This means:

 • Identify a clear purpose for the meeting, setting an agenda and inviting the people whose 
contribution will help achieve that purpose. Don’t assume that just holding a meeting 
will help clarify people’s understanding of the family’s situation. Ensure that the meeting 
is chaired by someone who understands the purpose of the meeting and knows the key 
information about the family. Preferably they should meet the family before the meeting, 
even if only just before the other attendees arrive.  

 • Spend more time on planning than sharing information.  In a well-planned meeting there 
will be few if any surprises. Most of the information will have been gathered beforehand so 
it can be presented to the meeting in a succinct way. In particular, families should not be 
ambushed with confronting information at an interagency meeting. This is unlikely to be 
helpful, and will most likely overwhelm or antagonise the family. 

 • Set clear ground rules for participation in the meeting. This makes it easier for the chair 
to manage difficult situations if they arise during the meeting. It may be helpful to 
acknowledge that meetings can be stressful for families, and for practitioners, because there 
may be different views about how to be helpful, so ground rules are ways to ensure the 
meeting is as helpful as possible. Useful ground rules include:

 - Focusing contributions on what will help the children and family
 - Speaking the way you would want to be spoken to, or about
 - Asking for time out if you feel stressed (family members may choose a non-verbal sign 

to indicate that they need time out)

 • Identify whose contributions are most important. Having too many people at a meeting 
makes it difficult to make decisions and can be overwhelming for families. The most useful 
people to invite are those who have an ongoing responsibility for service delivery where 
there are options to change the way they work with the family, and those who have 
frequent contact with children and/or other family members, and therefore have good 
quality information about progress and concerns, and generally are already well known to 
the family. 
Strategies for reducing the number of people at a meeting include:

 - Provide a summary of information from practitioners whose participation isn’t key to 
reviewing and developing plans

 - Don’t ask people to come to a planning or review meeting as part of the referral 
process. This is not usually an effective way to connect families and agencies

 - Meeting with the family and a small number of significant practitioners who know 
in advance what they can offer the family, so that a plan can be developed without 
needing a big meeting with managers attending solely to sign off on plans

 - Combining meetings to plan services with other necessary meetings, such as disability 
service Individual Service Plan meetings. 

 • Ensure family members are well prepared. This means involving them in identifying the 
purpose of the meeting, the time and venue of the meeting and the invitation list, reviewing 
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the information that will be presented, and working out how family members can respond 
if they feel distressed or angry. Family members may want to bring a support person to the 
meeting, and having someone whose main role is to support them can help reduce anxiety. 
Support people also need to be prepared so they understand their role, and are able to 
accept its limitations. 

 • Ensure thorough preparation for any meeting where children or young people will attend. 
If the goal is for children or young people to participate in decision making, they need to 
be able to understand what is said by everyone, they need to know what will happen and 
how to contribute and they feel they have had a say in the way the meeting is organised. 
Bringing children or young people to a meeting then expecting them to sit still while people 
talk about them will most likely have negative consequences. 16

Sometimes it may be suggested that practitioners meet together without the family so that they 
can share information freely, and work out how to collaborate. While sometimes it is easier for 
practitioners to talk without the family being present, workers meetings have real limitations. For 
example:

 • Talking about the family can make practitioners feel better because they have voiced 
their concerns and feel they are shared by others. However just talking about the family 
doesn’t change the children’s circumstances. It may also create a broadening gap between 
the family’s understanding of concerns, and those held by services, which may increase 
difficulties in engaging the family and providing effective support.

 • Developing plans for a family without the family participating the process may mean 
that family is presented with a plan they feel they must accept, but which they have no 
commitment to follow, and which they may not really understand. 

Limited circumstances where workers meetings may be useful are:
 • Where a number of agencies have been unable to address significant concerns about 

children, and indications are that the family are not benefiting from services. Sharing 
information may assist agencies to determine whether there are grounds for reports of risk 
of significant harm, or if not, to discuss who is best placed to continue to seek to engage the 
family, and what helpful roles other services could play. 

 • Where staff from two or more services experience interagency conflict in the course of 
working with a family where the conflict relates to worker issues rather the family plan. 
It may be helpful to pull out the agency issues from the family issues, and address those 
separately. 

Implementation
 • Record keeping

 • Referral

 • Coordination

16  For more information on supporting participation of children and young people in meetings: 
http://www.kids.nsw.gov.au/kids/resources/participationkit.cfm
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Record keeping 
Documentation should be linked to goals identified in the plan. This ensures that information is 
collected that can be use to review progress, and prompts timely review where the focus of work 
with the family shows signs of shifting. 
Using tools to track progress that can be shared with the family ensures that there is regular 
discussion about goals and achievement of tasks. An example of a tool that can be used in this way 
is the Column approach17. The number of headings can be varied, but could include Goal/Tasks/
Who/Date/Outcome. 

Referral
Referral is important in addressing child protection and child wellbeing concerns because many 
families have needs that are beyond the capacity of one agency to address. Effective referral 
generally involves:

 • Checking that the proposed agency can provide the service, or services that have been 
identified as needed, within a realistic time frame. 

 • Involving the family members by ensuring that they are aware of the purpose of the referral, 
and are willing to accept the identified services. While a small number of agencies cold call 
families in response to requests by statutory agencies, referrals by non-government agencies 
should only be made where the family is aware of the referral and at least willing to discuss 
possible services with the relevant agency. 

 • Ensuring that family members are able to access services. Common barriers to access 
include lack of transport and child care. 

 • Ensuring that the service is culturally acceptable to the family. Some families will prefer 
services that are provided by people who shared their ethnic, religious and/or cultural 
background, while others may prefer to be assisted by mainstream services. 

 • Prioritising referrals so that the most urgent concerns are addressed, without overloading 
the family. 

 • Providing the agency to whom family members are being referred with current, relevant 
information about the family’s needs and goals. 

Staff may be cautious when making referrals about sharing information about past reports of risk 
of significant harm or child wellbeing concerns because they do not want to label the family, and 
bias the new agency, or because they have not named concerns with the family themselves. Not 
knowing the background to concerns means the new agency needs to start from scratch, and may 
not understand the context or urgency of the referral. Referrals will generally work best where family 
members understand clearly why the referral is being made and how they should expect to benefit. 
Exchange of information legislation can be used to ensure an agency is given relevant background 
information where this cannot be done transparently. (See pages 23-26: Exchange of Information). 
Because sharing information without the family’s knowledge may impact negatively on family 
members’ relationships with both agencies, staff should seek guidance from their supervisor where 
they plan share information about child protection or wellbeing concerns with another agency in 
the course of a referral without the knowledge of the family. 

17  Scott, D., and O’Neil, D., (1996) Beyond Child Rescue, Allen and Unwin
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Family members are often cautious about accepting help from agencies even where they trust the 
staff member who has suggested a referral. Barriers to accepting help can include:

 • Uncertainty about what help will be provided

 • Fear about being blamed or judged

 • Distress at having to retell their story.

Strategies to facilitate referral include: 
 • Telling family members about other families who have found the service helpful.(Either with 

the service user’s permission, or using non-identifying details)

 • Telling family members about positive qualities of staff who are known to the referrer

 • Negotiating with family members about sharing some of the family’s story on their behalf 
with the service, so that they don’t need to retell this themselves. (Note that while staff 
may share information without the family’s consent or knowledge, it is good practice to 
involve family members in this process wherever possible. (See pages 21-26: Exchange of 
Information

 • Taking the family to their first appointment with the service, or attending a joint meeting 
with the service, to help family members feel comfortable and to share an understanding of 
the family’s priorities and concerns, and the reasons for the referral. 

 • Creating opportunities for family members to meet new service providers in safe informal 
environments so they can check them out before actively seeking services. 

Practice examples:

Making a referral including child concerns: Toula is a court support worker referring 
Anu for family support. Anu has recently separated from her partner because of domestic 
violence. Anu was motivated to separate, in spite of her fear of her partner, because 
escalating violence led her neighbours to ring the police and she was fearful that her son 
would be removed if she remained with her partner. This was very difficult for Anu, because 
she believes that she will be shamed in her community because she has separated. Anu 
is very isolated, and agrees to a referral to a family support agency to help her build up a 
support network, and adjust to parenting on her own. Toula has seen Anu with her son 
because she has brought him to appointments and to court, because she has no one 
who can support her. She has noticed Anu describes her son as difficult, but to Toula his 
behaviour seems age appropriate. Anu seems often to be frustrated and impatient with him.  
Working on parenting issues is beyond the scope of Toula’s job, and she has not discussed 
her observations with Anu. She feels it is important that the family work service is aware 
of this information, but she is also concerned about how Anu will feel about this. She asks 
Anu what information would be important for the agency to know about her son, as family 
support services can offer help for children as well as adults. Anu says she thinks her son 
does need some help, and that she would like the family support service to know about this.  
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Making referral easier through personal connections: Martin works at a youth 
centre as an arts coordinator. He is concerned about Stephan, a fifteen year old boy who 
is involved in a band project at the centre. Over the last two months Stephan has become 
noticeably withdrawn and unsettled, whereas previously he was outgoing. Martin is aware 
that Stephan’s parents have recently separated. Martin would like Stephan to connect with 
the outreach youth mental health counsellor at the centre.  Martin wants someone with 
experience in working with adolescents with depression to check out whether Stephan 
needs specialist help. He also hopes that talking to the counsellor may help Stephen sort 
out his feelings. Martin makes sure all the young people involved in the project get to meet 
the counsellor who helps out on band nights as a way of connecting with local young 
people. When Stephan says he can’t see the point in the band, or school, Martin gets the 
counsellor involved in talking with him at the centre. Stephan is never interested in regular 
appointments, but he does stay in the band, and drops in to see the counsellor when he’s 
around. Stephan starts to recognise that he is not responsible for his parents separating, and 
as he adjusts to his family situation, he becomes more settled and outgoing again. 

Addressing a family’s concerns about a service: 13 year old Brendan has a history of 
learning difficulties and school suspension. He is struggling with the demands of year 8. 
His school has suggested that he may benefit from alternative placement at a school for 
students with emotional disturbance. Brendan’s foster carer Pam is unhappy about this 
suggestion. She is worried that Brendan will deteriorate further because of the negative 
influence of other students. Brendan becomes very anxious at the prospect of leaving his 
local high school, and Pam is angry and concerned that his behaviour will deteriorate, and 
he will be suspended again. Brendan’s caseworker Nadia arranged for Pam to talk to another 
carer whose foster child benefited from enrolment at the school. Pam agrees it would be 
worth a try, and visits the school with Nadia. She then talks to Brendan about the good 
things about the school. Brendan visits the school with Pam and Nadia for an enrolment 
interview. Seeing the school and meeting some of the students and staff helps Brendan see 
some of the positives about attending the program. 

Coordination
Coordination is the process of different parties working with a family understanding each other’s 
roles and responsibilities, and addressing conflict or difficulties in a constructive way. There is no 
one right way to coordinate service delivery to families. Services need to find the communication 
strategies that will work best depending on the context and the family’s circumstances. 

Some ways of coordinating service delivery include:
 • Services keeping in touch by phone so they know what work each service is doing

 • Ensuring the family has a clear written plan with the responsibilities of all parties 
documented so they can keep track of what is happening and can check in with services 
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if the plan isn’t being followed. Try to keep the plan tight, preferably on one page. Using 
columns that list goals, tasks, who is responsible and time frames can make this easier. 

 • Having a key worker who meets with the family regularly, and then keeps in touch with 
other services by email. This can minimise the need for large case conferences which can be 
confusing for families

Monitoring and Review: 

Monitoring progress systematically is especially important where there are child protection and 
wellbeing concerns. When working with family members day to day practitioners can become used 
to a family’s circumstances, and lose perspective about the significance of concerns for children and 
young people. It can be easy to lose track of the purpose of intervention, especially where things 
keep changing.

Reviewing progress collaboratively with other agencies ensures that there is a shared, informed 
response to monitoring. 
Benefits of structured review include:

 • Stepping back and reviewing what has been done, and checking that against what was 
planned so that children and young people’s needs are not overlooked, and that plans are 
changed in a considered way, not on the run. 

 • Acknowledging positive steps families have taken, and noticing things that may not have 
been part of the original plans, but have been incidental gains. 

 • Recognising that although there may have been activity, there hasn’t been change in 
children and family’s circumstances. In some situations this may mean the threshold for a 
report of risk of significant harm has been reached because it is clear that the family are not 
benefiting from services provided. In other situations it may mean identifying new ways to 
engage with the family around concerns about children or young people, or involving an 
agency with additional skills to address family needs. 

 • Considering whether the family still needs assistance, and providing an opportunity for 
family members to identify that they are ready to close.

 • Making it more likely that closure with the family can be experienced as a planned 
graduation, rather than an ad hoc termination. 

There are many different ways to review progress, depending on the kinds of services provided, the 
length of service involvement and the family’s needs and preferences. Some useful strategies for 
engaging family members in the review process include:

 • Using a visual scale and asking family members to discuss identify how they rate the family’s 
situation, and look at changes, positive or negative

 • Using cards with different pictures or words and asking family members to pick cards that 
describe their current circumstances and their journey to this point

 • Revisiting previous plans, and involving family members in ticking off progress made and 
identifying developments that were not part of the plan. 
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Closure
Closure is a valuable opportunity to celebrate positive changes that family members have made, 
to ensure that family members know how to reach out for help if they experience difficulties in the 
future and to identify situations where service involvement has not been effective in addressing 
child protection or wellbeing concerns and to check if other action should be taken as a result. 

Wherever possible the decision to close should be discussed in person with the family. Generally it 
is preferable to be clear with the family about readiness for closure rather than letting things drift, 
while practitioners ‘see how the family goes’. This can lead families to be confused about whether 
the worker is involved or not, and may discourage them from seeking help if they believe the 
worker could still make contact in the future. This may not be possible where a family moves, or 
unexpectedly cuts contact. 

It is not unusual for practitioners to feel uncertain about whether a family is ready for closure, or to 
feel that while the family is ready to close, not enough work has been done. Instead of hanging on 
to the family in case difficulties arise, use these feelings as a prompt to check with your supervisor, 
or consult another worker who knows the family about what you should do. As a general rule, if you 
feel you are not making progress, either close or do something different. 

Strategies for effective closure include:
 • Writing a letter to the family that outlines progress made, strategies that the family are 

planning to continue, and options for seeking help if the family need it in future

 • Celebrating progress with a simple party at home or a trip to a café, and with a card or 
certificate

 • Advising agencies with whom the service collaborated on service delivery to the family that 
the service is closing involvement. This means that if services still involved with the family 
have concerns about children, they know that your service is not longer involved, and they 
should not assume that the family may be benefiting further from your intervention. Refer to 
pages 21-26: Exchange of information as you do not need the family’s consent to do this if 
you think this information would assist another prescribed agency in their role. 

 • If you are closing because the family has moved or declined continued services, and you 
have ongoing concerns about a child or young person, check the mandatory reporter guide 
to determine if your concerns meet the threshold for reporting. 

Closure where the family was referred by Community Services, or where there 
was Community Services involvement while you were working with the family
If there has been direct Community Services involvement with the family during the time you were 
working with them this indicates there were concerns about risk of significant harm.  It is generally 
good practice to advice Community Services that you are no longer working with the family so that 
if further reports are received Community Services staff do not assume that your are still involved, 
and assume the presence of protective factors that are no longer present.  Generally this can be 
done by writing a letter to the local Community Services Centre advising that you have completed 
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your involvement with the family. You do not need the family’s permission to do this, although if the 
family have made positive progress it may be useful to involve them in the process – for example 
you could send the same closing letter to both the family and the Community Services office, or 
write a joint letter from you and the family. See pages 23-26: Exchange of Information for further 
details about providing information to Community Services. 

Do agency forms and templates adequately prompt staff to consider child protection and wellbeing?
Are child protection and wellbeing issues and opportunities adequately addressed in intake and 
closure processes?
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