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 The Brighter Futures Aboriginal  
Families Study 

 Working effectively with Aboriginal families in the Brighter Futures early 
intervention program

The purpose of this Research to Practice 

Note is to provide practitioners with an 

overview of the key findings from the 

Brighter Futures Aboriginal Families Study 

(AFS), a two year study undertaken by 

Community Services, NSW Department of 

Family and Community Services.  

Key findings from this study 

 The AFS found that compared to a 
matched control group of Aboriginal 
families not participating in Brighter 
Futures1, child protection reports to the 
Helpline were reduced and the numbers 
of days in out-of-home care (OOHC) 
were fewer.  

 Most families reported initial 
apprehension about involvement in the 
Brighter Futures program because 
Community Services is also the statutory 
child protection agency. However, nearly 
all of the families were reassured by 
caseworkers that Brighter Futures was a 
new early intervention program designed 
to help keep families together.  

 The strengths based approach, 
advocacy skills of caseworkers and the 
financial support provided by the 
Brighter Futures program helped engage 
and build trust with the families in the 
program.  

                                                
1
 These families were found eligible for Brighter 

Futures but were on a waiting list because of a lack of 
vacancies in the program. 

 The quality of the relationship between 
families and their caseworker was a 
key factor in the families’ perceptions 
of success in the program.  

 Many Aboriginal families would have 
felt more comfortable and less judged 
in the program if they had an 
Aboriginal caseworker. 

 The AFS highlights the need to further 
develop caseworkers’ cultural 
competency skills so they can work 
more effectively with Aboriginal 
families. 

 Approximately fifty percent of families 
had at least one change in their 
caseworker and some families 
experienced more than three changes. 
The way in which this changeover was 
managed affected the family’s 
participation in, and outcomes from, 
the program.  

 The Brighter Futures program was not 
successful at engaging Aboriginal 
fathers. Ninety six percent of the 
study’s primary carers were mothers 
and seventy five percent of these 
women were sole parents. Of the 
twenty five percent of primary carers 
who had partners, only a small 
minority of partners were also 
engaging in the Brighter Futures 
program. Many caseworkers 
described the father as being in the 
shadows of the program and this 
created a level of uncertainty for both 
the caseworker and the mother.  
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 Children’s services were used by the 
vast majority of families in the study. 
More than half of the families reported 
using childcare for the first time while in 
the Brighter Futures program. Families 
reported being very happy with the 
childcare services offered and they 
identified a number of benefits from 
using these services, including benefits 
to their child and themselves.  

 Only fifty percent of families reported 
that they completed a parenting 
program.  Families reported participating 
in a range of parenting programs. The 
majority of those families reported that 
the parenting programs were a positive 
experience but some found it difficult to 
implement what they learned from the 
program.  

 The AFS data also suggests that 
improving parenting practices for 
vulnerable families is complex. An 
example of this is that only fifteen 
percent of families in the program 
reported problems with parenting 
compared to Community Services 
assessments indicating that sixty seven 
percent of the families entered the 
program with parenting as a 
vulnerability.  

Background and rationale 

Aboriginal people are the most 

disadvantaged group in Australia. As a 

result the life chances of their children are 

often compromised. They are greatly over-

represented in statistics related to health 

and welfare, including high infant mortality, 

poverty, school drop-out and unemployment 

rates, as well as contact with statutory child 

protection, living in OOHC, and involvement 

with the juvenile justice system1.  

One of the more promising ways to address 

social inequality broadly has been through 

early intervention programs directed at 

families with young children2. However the 

effectiveness of these programs with 

Aboriginal families is not well researched3.  

The Brighter Futures program delivers 

targeted early intervention services to 

families with children aged under nine 

years with the following vulnerabilities: 

domestic violence, drug and alcohol 

misuse, parental mental health issues, 

lack of extended family or social supports, 

parent(s) with an intellectual disability, 

child behaviour management problems 

and lack of parenting skills. The program 

offers three core services to families: 

quality children’s services, parenting 

programs and structured home visiting, 

including case management.  

The aim of the AFS was to find out what 

does, and what does not, work for 

Aboriginal children and their families in 

the Brighter Futures early intervention 

program.  

While the Brighter Futures program has 

undergone some change since January 

2012, this research concerns the period 

between September 2009 and September 

2011, during which Brighter Futures was 

delivered by both Community Services 

and non-government organisation (NGO) 

Lead Agencies. Brighter Futures is now 

only delivered by NGO Lead Agencies 

however the implications for practice from 

the research are relevant for both 

government and NGO Lead Agencies 

delivering early intervention programs.  

Methodology 

The AFS interviewed eighty Aboriginal 

families who were either in Brighter 

Futures program, had completed the 

program or had left the program early at 

the time of their first interview. Forty seven 

casework staff who managed these 

families as part of their caseloads were 

also interviewed. The AFS employed a 

mixed method approach that included 
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analysis of the qualitative interviews of 

families and caseworkers using NVivo 9. 

The study also included an analysis of 

Community Services administrative data on 

risk of harm reports to examine if 

participation in the Brighter Futures program 

was effective in reducing the number of 

reports and/ or the number of days in 

OOHC. All Aboriginal families participating 

in the Brighter Futures program were 

compared to Aboriginal families who were 

offered a place in the program but were put 

on the waiting list due to lack of vacancies.  

Limitations 

The findings of the AFS are likely to 

represent families who were more 

successful at engaging in the Brighter 

Futures program. Further research needs to 

be conducted with families who refused to 

participate in the program or were less 

successful at engaging in the program.  

The focus of the AFS was the perceptions of 

Aboriginal families, caseworkers and 

managers of the program. The study did not 

examine the quality of services provided 

through the program. 

What are the implications for 
practice? 

Entry into the program 

The AFS study results indicate that the 

engagement of families entering the 

program is affected by the following factors: 

 the family’s complexity and number of 

vulnerabilities 

 the family’s awareness of their 

vulnerabilities 

 the family’s history with Community 

Services, especially intergenerational 

issues 

 the family’s housing arrangements 

 the family’s health issues. 

These factors should be taken into 

account when caseworkers begin the 

engagement process with families, and 

the engagement period should be flexible 

to adapt to these needs. 

The engagement process 

Families in this study reported that the 

program’s strengths based approach 

helped facilitate engagement. A number 

of families reported that having 

caseworkers acknowledge their strengths 

was empowering. The strength-based 

approach helped to create a positive and 

collaborative relationship between the 

caseworker and the family. 

Acknowledging the strengths of 

families helps facilitate the 

engagement process. 

One of the promising findings in the study 

was the ability of caseworkers to 

overcome families’ initial fears about 

receiving an early intervention service 

from the same agency that is responsible 

for statutory child protection. Seventy five 

percent of families stated they initially had 

apprehension about entering the program. 

“It is always in the back of my mind, 

DoCS is a scary word because the first 

thing you think of when you think of 

DoCS ‘is oh they are going to take my 

kids’4.” 

All but two families were reassured by 

caseworkers that Brighter Futures was a 

program designed to help keep families 

together 

Caseworker attributes 

Families identified a number of 

caseworker attributes that helped to build 

a trusting relationship with caseworkers. 

These included being: friendly, open, 

available, able to listen without 
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judgement, reliable, able to communicate 

with families effectively and being able to 

follow up on actions they promised. The 

most important quality identified by families 

was that they wanted the caseworker to be 

upfront and honest with them even if it was 

confronting or challenging.  

What does not work, according to families, 

is a caseworker who is judgemental, 

authoritarian, too pushy, is unreliable or 

doesn’t follow through with what they say 

and who does not communicate in a 

language that is easy to understand.  

Families want caseworkers to be upfront 

and honest even when it is bad news. 

Engaging with families who are 

reluctant to enter the program  

The AFS findings show that while families 

agree to enter the Brighter Futures program 

this agreement for some is tentative. For 

these families engagement relies on the 

caseworker’s ability to understand the 

family’s reluctance to fully participate in the 

program; and ability to address this. 

Reluctant/tentative families may be overly 

sensitive to their caseworker’s attributes and 

this may lead to disengagement in the 

program. For example, if a caseworker turns 

up five minutes late without an explanation, 

or fails to follow up on an action in a timely 

manner, this can be interpreted by the 

family as the caseworker not wanting to 

engage with them. At the same time, this 

family may not be home when the 

caseworker has scheduled a home visit or 

they may not keep appointments with other 

service providers.  

Some caseworkers are interpreting 

tentative/reluctant engagement as indicating 

that families do not want to participate in the 

program without discussing this with 

families. A number of these families in the 

program stated that they did not know why 

they had been exited from the program.  

Engaging reluctant/tentative families is a 

core skill that underpins successful 

caseworker practice so it is essential that 

caseworkers learn how to engage with 

these families if early intervention is going 

to achieve its primary goal of preventing 

families escalating into child protection.5   

Forrester and colleagues (2012) have 

identified five main factors that contribute 

to parental reluctance.  Firstly, many 

families involved in child protection have 

experienced discrimination, oppression 

and racism.  Secondly, there is a power 

imbalance between the caseworker and 

the family. Thirdly, families may lack 

confidence in their ability to change.  

Fourthly, are the concerns around 

possible harm to the child/ren in the 

family.  Finally, it is the nature and quality 

of the interaction between the family and 

the caseworker6. 

Research has highlighted that 

caseworkers need to work harder to 

express empathy with reluctant/tentative 

families7. Caseworkers’ sensitivity to the 

family’s powerlessness when receiving 

services from government agencies and 

other service providers, and open and 

honest communication, can help facilitate 

the engagement process for 

reluctant/tentative families.  There is also 

promising evidence in the research that 

motivational interviewing provides an 

effective strategy for engaging 

reluctant/tentative families8. 

Services that support program 

engagement 

The advocacy skills of caseworkers and 

financial assistance provided through the 

Brighter Futures program helped to build 

a positive working relationship with 

families. The families in the AFS stated 

that both these forms of support early 

meant minor problems were able to be 

resolved quickly and this helped to reduce 

household stress. Kemp et al has also 

found that being able to meet a family’s 
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immediate needs can lead to successful 

engagement in a program9. 

Culturally matched clients and 

caseworkers 

The Aboriginality of the caseworker affected 

the collaborative working relationship 

families built with their caseworker. While 

not all Aboriginal families wanted an 

Aboriginal caseworker the majority of 

Aboriginal families who reported to prefer an 

Aboriginal caseworker said they felt more 

comfortable with an Aboriginal caseworker, 

more confident with communication, and 

less judged.  

“Because at least Aboriginal 

caseworkers understand me more. Like, 

they know where I’m coming from, the 

way I speak, and I don’t have to feel 

embarrassed when they come around 

and apologise for things10.” 

These findings are consistent with a US 

study which found families who perceive 

themselves as a member of a racial minority 

expected to be negatively evaluated by the 

services that serve them. They expected to 

be looked down upon and discriminated 

against, to have their background and 

culture misunderstood11.  

In the AFS, a number of families talked 

about feeling self-conscious about the way 

they spoke, with many Aboriginal families 

stating that they felt judged about the way 

they communicated and this affected their 

ability to open up to a non-Aboriginal 

caseworker. A number of families also 

stated that they felt judged even when they 

had no evidence that the caseworker was 

judging them. This was simply how they felt 

and it prevented the development of a 

trusting relationship with their non-Aboriginal 

caseworker.  

One practice solution to address this 

problem is to match Aboriginal families with 

Aboriginal caseworkers where possible and 

if requested. There is support for this 

approach from a number of US studies 

which have found that the practice of 

matching clients from a minority group 

with clinicians from the same cultural 

background can increase the use of 

services12. These studies were initially 

completed with medical services and have 

been replicated with mental health 

services in Australia and the US13.  

According to Lee and Farrell (2006) these 

results suggest a link between racial 

concordance and the development of a 

collaborative relationship, and 

demonstrate the importance of families 

being comfortable in their ability to 

communicate with service providers14. 

Cultural competence training 

Whilst Ziguras and colleagues (2003) 

found that matching a caseworker’s 

cultural background to clients is ideal, the 

short supply of Aboriginal caseworkers 

along side the high demand for Aboriginal 

caseworkers suggests that the practice of 

cultural matching cannot be fully 

implemented in NSW15. These findings 

highlight the need for cultural competence 

training to provide non-Aboriginal 

caseworkers with the skills and 

knowledge to build a trusting relationship 

with Aboriginal families. 

Interviews with caseworkers in the AFS 

found that most caseworkers have 

participated in cultural competence 

training, but the level of training varied 

within Community Services regions and 

the training tended to focus on past racial 

assimilation policies and practices which 

have negatively affected Aboriginal 

families and not on building skills to 

develop stronger relationships with 

Aboriginal families.  

Although the AFS highlights the need to 

review and improve cultural competence 

training by including training on skills that 

will help caseworkers build engagement 
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with Aboriginal families, the study did find 

evidence that non-Aboriginal caseworkers 

can build collaborative relationships with 

Aboriginal families. 

Cultural competence training needs to 

provide non-Aboriginal caseworkers with 

the skills and knowledge to build trusting 

relationships with Aboriginal families. 

Working with fathers 

The AFS found that when a father is living in 

the home but not actively engaged in the 

program, the program is less successful.  

Twenty five percent of families in the study 

had a father at home, however only a few 

fathers were engaged in the program.  This 

focus on engaging the mother and not 

including the father in the engagement 

process has been recognised in the 

literature as a concerning practice that not 

only undermines early intervention work but 

can also undermine risk management16. 

A number of the mothers in the study 

reported that they had to limit their 

involvement in the program because their 

partner or child’s father did not approve and 

other mothers reported they were less open 

with their caseworker when their partner/ 

child’s father was present. 

These findings show the importance of 

engaging both mothers and fathers into the 

program and making it more ‘father friendly’.   

While there is little research evidence about 

what might help father engagement it is 

widely acknowledged that their needs to be 

a shift in organisational culture around 

working with fathers17. This may mean 

recruiting more male caseworkers, and 

providing further training and support for 

caseworkers so they can develop more 

skills to engage fathers in the program. The 

program also needs to offer appropriate 

services for fathers and at flexible times, 

including weekends, to accommodate 

fathers who work. 

Change in caseworkers 

Just under half of families in the AFS 

experienced at least one change in their 

caseworker during the program and 

around twenty percent experienced more 

than three changes in caseworker.  The 

study found that whilst continuity in 

caseworker is ideal, if the case handover 

is well managed the interruption to the 

family’s progress can be minimised. A well 

managed handover included prompt 

communication of the change, and the old 

and new caseworker both visiting the 

family before the changeover. 

Communication was the key as some 

families did not find out about the change 

until the new caseworker turned up at 

their door. When this occurred families 

found it very difficult to continue their 

progress in the program and for many it 

felt like they were starting all over again. 

Families also did not like having to retell 

their stories over and over. 

Caseworkers as agents of change 

The AFS highlighted that there are crucial 

points during the Brighter Futures 

program where positive outcomes for 

families can be reinforced. These points in 

time include: 

 engaging tentative/ reluctant 
families (as already discussed) 

 after engagement for families who 
lack insight into their vulnerabilities  

 exiting the program. 

Taking the time to address 

vulnerabilities 

The AFS found that some families 

entered the program ready for change but 

others needed highly skilled caseworkers 

to facilitate this change. The difficulty for 

caseworkers is when a family does not 

recognise the existence of their 

vulnerability. In order to address this 
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vulnerability the caseworker needs to have 

a conversation with the family that helps 

them to develop some insight into their 

vulnerability. This can only occur once the 

family and caseworker have built a trusting 

relationship.  

Once a trusting relationship is established, 

the caseworker is in a position to start 

addressing the family’s perceptions of their 

problems. These conversations however 

can be very difficult for both the family and 

the caseworker. 

The AFS data suggests that these 

conversations are often not occurring or if 

they are occurring they have not been 

followed up or have been communicated in 

a manner the family does not understand.  

For a number of families this means they 

are exiting the Brighter Futures program 

with none of their vulnerabilities being 

addressed and a feeling of failure. 

A few families in the AFS that did finish the 

program with no vulnerabilities being 

addressed did acknowledge the fine line 

caseworkers need to tread in order to keep 

families actively engaged in the program 

and at the same time having difficult 

conversations about complex vulnerabilities 

that families are often reluctant to talk about.  

A number of families recognized that they 

themselves had resisted conversations with 

caseworkers about addressing 

vulnerabilities but at the same time they felt 

let down when these vulnerabilities were not 

addressed. 

A number of caseworkers stated that they 

needed further training to provide them with 

the skills to have these difficult 

conversations with families to ensure that 

families obtain the most benefits from the 

program. Caseworkers also reported a need 

for more support and supervision from their 

Managers to help facilitate this work. 

Once families begin to acknowledge their 

vulnerabilities real change can occur in 

the family. 

 

Preparing families to exit the 

program 

Another key finding from the AFS is the 

importance of preparing families to exit 

the program. A number of families felt that 

caseworkers did not adequately prepare 

them for exiting. Some families said they 

felt that caseworkers left exit preparation 

too late for families to adequately prepare 

themselves; and others said caseworkers 

assumed that one or two conversations 

were enough preparation to exit the 

program.  

Exit conversations can be difficult for 

caseworkers as families have often 

developed strong relationships with them 

and are reluctant and/or anxious to hear 

about these relationships ending. Families 

may try to avoid having the conversation 

because it causes them to feel anxious.  

There was evidence from the AFS that 

some families had developed a 

dependency on their caseworker. These 

families described their caseworkers as 

friends or even family and expressed 

great anxiety about exiting the program 

and those who did exit reported feeling 

abandoned. 

Exit strategies need to occur throughout 

the program right from the beginning to 

ensure positive outcomes and that 

families are not developing a dependency 

on their caseworker.  

Brighter Futures services 

Early childhood services 

The AFS found that children’s services 

were used by the majority of families in 

the study. Families reported positive 

results from accessing childcare for both 
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themselves and their children. Over fifty 

percent of the families in the study were 

using childcare for the first time.  

Families reported that convenience and 

word of mouth recommendations were the 

most important factors for deciding on which 

centre to enrol their children.  

Families reported a number of benefits to 

their children from attending childcare 

including: socialisation, school readiness, an 

increase in confidence, less dependence on 

parents and improvement in speech. 

Families also talked about benefits to 

themselves including: having time to do 

housework, time out, meeting friends, and 

for a few it meant be able to work or study. 

Many families also attended supported 

playgroups. These playgroups were 

particularly successful for families who felt 

socially isolated. In a number of cases the 

caseworker also attended the playgroup and 

families reported this made the transition to 

the playgroup a lot less stressful. Some 

families also saw playgroups as a good 

entry point for their child before starting 

childcare because they could see first-hand 

the benefits of socialising for their children. 

The success of the playgroups is 

demonstrated by ongoing attendance for 

some families after exiting the Brighter 

Futures program. 

Parenting programs 

Fifty percent of families in the AFS 

accessed a wide variety of parenting 

programs. Whilst many of these families 

reported positive outcomes from parenting 

programs a number of families said they 

found it difficult to put into practice what they 

had learned. Many families who indicated 

success in the parenting programs had 

caseworkers that actively helped them 

implement the program. Given the limited 

evidence base on parenting programs for 

families involved in child protection, it is very 

important that caseworkers support families 

through the parenting programs and help 

them implement the strategies they have 

learnt from the program at home.  

The AFS findings also indicate that 

improving parenting practices is complex 

as only fifteen percent of families thought 

they had a problem with parenting but 

over sixty seven percent of families were 

identified by Community Services as 

having parenting skills as a vulnerability 

on entry into the program.   

There are a number of reasons why 

families may lack insight into their 

parenting skills and this may include the 

impact of their own upbringing, the 

neighborhood they live in as well as their 

intentions around raising their children.  

Every family participating in the AFS 

reported good intentions around parenting 

their children but the problem for many of 

these families was that these intentions 

did not always lead to good outcomes for 

their children. These results indicate that 

caseworkers needed to have a difficult 

conversation with these families to help 

them develop some insight into their 

parenting issues and how a parenting 

program could help develop parenting 

strategies that could lead to better 

outcomes for their children.  Caseworkers 

need to begin this process by 

acknowledging families good intentions 

but addressing the fact that good 

intentions do not always lead to good 

outcomes.   

Conclusion 

Perceptions from families and 

caseworkers in the AFS indicate that the 

Brighter Futures program shows promise 

in helping Aboriginal families engage in 

services that can lead to better outcomes 

for Aboriginal families.  Overall families 

reported that the strength of their 

relationship with their caseworker directly 
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impacted their involvement and perceptions 

of success in the program.  This study also 

highlights the need for professional 

development in communication with families 

particularly in having difficult conversations; 

and cultural competency that could help 

develop skills for non-Aboriginal 

caseworkers to build better relationships 

with Aboriginal families. 

Further reading and resources 

The AFS full report can be accessed at 

www.community.nsw.gov.au > Research 

centre > Prevention and early intervention 

research. 

Using children's voices to encourage 
positive parenting [sound recording] / Pam 
Lewis, Bill Hewlett. (2011)  

Engaging fathers [videorecording]. (2007)  

Effective engagement strategies in a 
statutory context [videorecording] / Dr Chris 
Trotter. (2009) 

 

http://www.community.nsw.gov.au/docswr
/_assets/main/documents/brighterfutures_
enagaging_aboriginal.pdf 

 

The application of motivational 

interviewing techniques for engaging 

"resistant" families 

http://www.aifs.gov.au/cfca/pubs/practice/

a144436/ 

Produced by 

Cathy Stirling 

Research Centre 

Community Services Division, NSW 

Department of Family and Community 

Services (FACS) 

4-6 Cavill Avenue 

ASHFIELD NSW 2131 

02 9716 2222 

www.community.nsw.gov.au 

researchtopractice@community.nsw.gov.

au 
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