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There has been a shift in thinking over the last
two decades about what government’s role in
communities should be and this, in some
instances, has turned traditional government
processes and responses upside down. 

There is a growing recognition that government
should have a lighter touch in family and com-
munity life, that many communities themselves
know best what their needs are, that there will
be different solutions in each community, and
that governments should aim to foster commu-
nities’ self-reliance rather than their dependence. 

The Stronger Families and Communities Strategy
is a new way for the Government to work with
communities. Traditional approaches to deliver-
ing services and support to Australian families
and communities such as regional development
programs, major capital works projects and
national submission based grants programs that
are competition based have not always allowed
communities to take action in the ways they most
want, and have not encouraged collaboration and
resource sharing to the extent possible.

The Stronger Families and Communities Strategy
moves away from the traditional government
approach of developing and implementing 
services for communities. It is focused at families
and communities rather than at organisational
structures, fosters partnerships and builds on
communities' strengths and capacities to deal

with their issues over time rather than aiming
to “solve” their problems using a one-size-fits-
all approach.  The Strategy takes account of
communities’ uniqueness and aims to build self-
reliance.  It recognises Government's role as a
broker and facilitator rather than just a service
purchaser or provider, and acknowledges that
effective support for communities requires “bot-
tom-up” development and delivery.

The Strategy includes communities from the
beginning and throughout the development
process as it seeks to engage with community
projects that develop or demonstrate strong
community support. It is a dynamic, policy-pro-
gram approach that is open to continuous
improvement as it is developed and modified by
communities and governments in partnership. The
Strategy encourages innovation and cooperation,
and recognises in many cases, the process for
helping communities to build capacity is as
important, and in some cases more important,
than the resulting products.

What this means in practice is that the Strategy
takes a prevention and early intervention
approach to helping families and communities
build resilience and capacity to deal with prob-
lems before they develop. It recognises that the
context in which people live includes their fam-
ily, their community and the broader social and
economic environment. It acknowledges the
importance of community to the wellbeing of
its citizens, the special protective role strong
communities have for the very young, and the
importance of supporting families in caring for
their members.

The Stronger Families and Communities Strat-
egy represents a substantial investment by the
Commonwealth Government in this area. In the
2000-2001 Budget, it committed $240 million
over four years to the Strategy. In support of
accountability for this funding, within an inno-
vative partnering arrangement, the Department
of Family and Community Services has worked
with central agencies to develop new governance
mechanisms, including performance monitoring
and evaluation frameworks.

The Strategy recognises the need to help strengthen
communities and aims to do this by assisting
communities to increase their capacity to meet the
challenges of economic and social change so that
they can better manage the pressures of life that
so often lead to family and social breakdown. 

T he Stronger Families and Communities
Strategy is a Federal Government 
initiative that recognises that helping 

to build stronger family and community 
relationships can go a long way to preventing
difficult and expensive social problems 
happening in the first place. It also recognises
that often it is people working “on the ground”
who can find the most practical solutions to
local problems.
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Strategy initiatives
The Stronger Families and Communities Strat-
egy is working at both the family and commu-
nity level through the implementation of various
initiatives. The initiatives form the basis for
community driven projects and approaches
which represent much of the new approach to
doing business under the Strategy. 

The Strategy differs from the usual rules-based
approach implicit in government-funded pro-
grams in that it is underpinned by a set of prin-
ciples that test in practice what makes a difference
for families and communities. These principles are:

■ working together in partnerships;

■ encouraging a preventative and early inter-
vention approach;

■ supporting people through life transitions;

■ developing better integrated and coordi-
nated services;

■ developing local solutions to local problems;

■ building capacity;

■ using the evidence and looking to the future;
and

■ making the investment count.

Funding is available under a range of comple-
mentary and interacting initiatives that reflect
these principles. 

The Stronger Families Fund encourages coor-
dination and integration of local services to
help communities to find new ways to
strengthen family functioning, with a focus on
early childhood development and effective 
parenting. Family functioning refers to what
families do for their members by focusing on the
functions that they carry out. These “functions”
include: providing intimacy, support and care;
caring for and nurturing children; acquiring
and sharing income and material assets; buying
and producing domestig goods and services;
imparting a sense of identity through kinship and
links with the wider community; transmitting
culture, including social values and language;
and helping children and young adults prepare
to be active members of our communities.

Early Intervention Parenting and Family Rela-
tionship Support encourages communities to
provide innovative services and activities in par-
enting support and playgroups, marriage and
relationship education and family counselling.

Potential Leaders in Local Communities
develops skills, opportunities and support for
potential community leaders.

Local Solutions to Local Problems helps com-
munities develop their own responses to local
issues and in the process increase their capacity
to deal with similar or other issues in the future.

“Can Do” Community showcases real life exam-
ples where people have worked together to
revitalise their communities.

National Skills Development for Volunteers
helps volunteers develop the skills they need to
really make a difference in their communities.

A new way of working – governance
Underlying the Strategy’s approach is a belief
that governments alone cannot build capacity
or trust. That is, governments cannot create
social capital. The Strategy also recognises 
that while a traditional model can support a
large number of services and help to do some
important work, it can also waste opportunities
through lack of coordination, duplication and
the rigid application of program guidelines.

Real gains in social capital and community
capacity building require genuine collabora-
tion and partnership between all tiers of gov-
ernment, community leaders, individuals, and 
the business community. The Strategy recognises
that pre-packaged program responses are 
often inappropriate to meet the diverse range
of family and community needs. Effective ini-
tiatives need a strong element of community
engagement and require “bottom-up”, com-
munity-led development and delivery. 

This has implications for Government with its
obligations for ensuring funds are used for their

Communities Strategy
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legislated purposes, and for sound financial and
performance management. The bottom-up
approach of the Strategy has challenged the
Department of Family and Community Services
to explore new ways of working with commu-
nities and to find new ways of ensuring that
accountability is maintained for funding allo-
cated to projects. Among other things, the chal-
lenge of the Strategy has led to the development
of a new approach to program management and
project identification, new contracts, perform-
ance indicators and evaluation frameworks. It
has also led to new governance arrangements.

Governance is about setting and maintaining
direction. The nature of the Strategy has called
for innovative governance arrangements which
ensure the involvement of the “social coali-
tion”. Basically, this is represented by a two-tiered
advisory structure made up of the Stronger
Families and Communities Strategy National
Partnership and the State and Territory Advisory
groups.

■ The Stronger Families and Communities
Strategy Partnership
The Partnership is a national body which pro-
vides advice to the Minister for Family and
Community Services on the broad parameters
of the implementation of the Strategy includ-
ing advice on: targeting frameworks; funding
envelopes for States and Territories; the devel-
opment of nationally-based projects; and
performance management and evaluation.
The partnership is chaired by the Chief Exec-
utive of the Smith Family, Ms Eileen Henry.

■ State and Territory Advisory 
Groups (STAGs)
The STAGs include local level experts. Their role
is to consider implementation issues specific
to their particular State or Territory. They are
responsible for: providing advice on specific
proposals; making recommendations regard-
ing funding; identifying communities which
require assistance to build capacity so that
they can develop local initiatives to strengthen
their community; promoting opportunities for
collaboration with business and government;
and providing advice to the Stronger Families
and Communities Partnership on performance
and emerging areas of need.

Project identification
The Government is committed to giving com-
munities themselves a significant say in what
projects should be supported and how the fund-
ing should be spent. This means the Department
of Family and Community Services is working
directly, through its State and Territory net-
work, with local communities to develop ideas
and local projects that meet the needs of indi-
vidual communities and the families that live in
them. 

There are three ways to identify and develop
projects:

■ Self-identified projects where communities
have reasonably well-developed ideas or pro-
posals, that are able to show good commu-
nity support and community involvement as
well as meet the Strategy criteria for funding.

■ Targeted community projects which will be
identified through State and Territory tar-
geting plans. Targeting plans have been devel-
oped in each State and Territory which balance
the following three dimensions: striking an
appropriate balance between meeting need
and maximising opportunities; maintaining
and giving effect to the key principles of flex-
ibility and local solutions which underpin the
Strategy; and ensuring a balance between
the various target groups, for example rural
and regional communities as opposed to urban
communities and between program elements.

■ Partnership projects where the Department
encourages and supports joint project pro-
posals. For example, this could involve helping
communities to set up “partnerships” between
the different levels of government and with
businesses. The partnerships would be expected
to have local support and to bring benefits to
families and local communities. 

Indigenous projects
The Prime Minister announced that a minimum
$20 million under the Strategy is to be earmarked
for indigenous-specific projects. At the Prime
Minister’s request an Indigenous Community
Capacity Building Roundtable was convened on
24 October 2000 to develop principles for work-
ing with indigenous communities and families. 

The Roundtable agreed that governments and
indigenous people should work in partnership in
the design and implementation of programs
aimed at supporting families and communities.
They also emphasised that projects should:

■ build on the existing strengths, assets and
capacities of indigenous families and com-
munities, and reflect the value of positive role
models and successful approaches;

■ aim to empower indigenous people in lead-
ership and managerial competence;

■ give urgent attention to initiatives which tar-
get the needs of children and young people,
particularly in the areas of leadership training,
self esteem building, awareness of one’s cul-
ture and family, and anti-violence training;

■ contribute to practical reconciliation by
empowering indigenous people to take
responsibility within their families and com-
munities for developing solutions to problems;

■ give priority to initiatives that encourage
self-reliance, sustainable economic and social
development; and

■ be inclusive of indigenous history, cultures and
spirituality, where communities recognise
their relevance;

The Strategy as a national action
learning project
While it is a practical example of community
support, the Stronger Families and Communities
Strategy is forward looking in its approach. It has
been built around the philosophy of action
learning which is a means of evaluating an
activity during its lifetime and looking for ways
to improve processes to achieve outcomes as
they develop, rather than at the end of the
activity when the process is finished.

Many projects have action research built into
their methodology. Stronger Families Fund proj-
ects have action research requirements that are
specifically supported by community and aca-
demic experts as well as by a funded clearing-
house and information exchange. The
clearinghouse will give communities access to
the most up-to-date information and research
on successful projects as well as linking them to
the existing evidence base. Experience gained
from projects is being compiled in the clear-
inghouse to inform project designs and to spark
innovative thinking about responses appropri-
ate for particular communities. (See elsewhere
in this Bulletin for more about the Stronger Fam-
ilies Learning Exchange Clearinghouse at the
Australian Institute of Family Studies.)

Research into developing indicators of family and
community strength is also contributing to the
future development of the Strategy and policy
approaches generally. This research gives an
insight into the complexity of attributes that
affect and shape families and communities and
provides a fundamental basis for Government to
understand the complexities involved so that
future policy development is informed by a
sound research base.

How the Strategy is working and
achievements so far
Funding for community projects became avail-
able in January 2001. While it is early days yet,
as at March 2002, 294 projects with a value of
more than $39.4 million had been approved
across all initiatives and a wide range of loca-
tions and target groups. 

More project ideas are emerging in a number of
ways: some are emerging from work already hap-
pening on the ground; some need to be seeded
and intensively supported; many projects are in
communities with large numbers of families
with young children, or in communities facing
challenges and in rural and regional areas. 

The community development work required in
the early stages of the Strategy means that
funding commitment will increase as the 
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Strategy progresses. The amount of money avail-
able for projects in the first year increases ten-
fold by the fourth year.

Early learnings from the Strategy
Despite its infancy, trends and themes are already
emerging from the Stronger Families and Com-
munities Strategy that will inform its ongoing
implementation and further policy develop-
ment. These learnings are becoming apparent
both from the types of projects that are being
developed and funded, and from the issues that
are arising in the action research environment
as the implementation of the Strategy evolves.

A major learning to this point has been in the
confirmation of the continuum of capacity 
that exists in Australian communities and the
varying levels of interaction required to help

communities use opportunities to their advan-
tage. Some communities demonstrate “strong”
characteristics and require limited assistance to
turn this strength into capacity. They may already
have strong leadership resources and have iden-
tified the local issue that they aim to resolve. In
these cases little outside intervention and a
small injection of funds may be all that is required
to kickstart a local response. The project officer’s
role in such communities focuses more on help-
ing them to generate community support, or put-
ting community leaders in contact with possible
partners or helping them to understand the aims
and principles of the Strategy in order that they
can develop an appropriate project proposal. 

However, for every community that is “ready to
go” there are many communities that have, for
various reasons, neither the skills, knowledge,
resources nor commitment to use opportunities.
These communities have most to benefit from
the Strategy and are particularly targeted for
assistance both in terms of capacity building and
funding. Up to 70 per cent of funding in each
year is targeted to disadvantaged communities
which are identified on the basis of indicators
including the Australian Bureau of Statistics
social and economic indicators for areas as well
as demographic indicators. In targeting these

communities though, another issue is emerging.
There is often a lack of infrastructure and core
services in these areas and projects often need
long term funding and intensive and long-term
community development. 

As discussed earlier, the Strategy focuses on a
grass-roots approach to community projects. In
particular this means supporting local individu-
als and small community groups that often have
not had the resources or skills (for example, in
developing proposals, or in demonstrating sub-
stantial networks, or in targeting a large number
of people) to be competitive against large, struc-
tured organisations in traditional funding rounds.
Early results from the Strategy indicate that
while some peak bodies are receiving funding for
projects, a considerable portion of funding is
being directed to the grass-roots level. A challenge

is to ensure that smaller organisations continue
to have opportunities under the Strategy.

Another emerging issue is the need to ensure a
coordinated and cooperative approach to work-
ing with State and Territory government agen-
cies to avoid duplication in activities. The
Department’s State and Territory Offices, who
manage the Strategy at the local level, have put
considerable effort into developing and sup-
porting cross-government relations, and mech-
anisms are already in place to facilitate
complementarity between the Strategy and State
initiatives. However, these mechanisms need to
be rigorously monitored and maintained.

Process for project implementation
Management of the linked initiatives under the
Strategy has been devolved to the Department’s
State and Territory office network to ensure
that the Strategy is responsive to local needs. 

To assist this process, a Community Guide to the
Strategy has been released. It outlines how to find
out more about the Strategy and how to access
funds, including an expression of interest form
for funding. About 20,000 copies of the Guide
have been distributed nationally to organisations.
A central contact number has also been put 
in place to provide ease of access to Strategy

information for communities and individuals
(see below).

Expressions of interest for funding are logged on
to a central database. This database tracks proj-
ect information from when project ideas are
received as expressions of interest through to
when they are recommended to the Minister for
funding approval, through to the development
of funding agreements. The database, while
developed and updated centrally, is managed on
a day to day basis by the Department’s state and
territory office network. 

Conclusion
In summary, the Stronger Families and Com-
munities Strategy takes a different approach to
supporting families and communities, espe-
cially in times of transition and change. 

The Strategy recognises that helping to build
stronger family and community relationships can
go a long way to preventing difficult and expen-
sive social problems happening in the first place.
It also recognises that often it is people work-
ing “on the ground” who can find the most
practical solutions to local problems. 

To help communities, the Strategy includes new
initiatives to encourage potential community
leaders, build up the skills of volunteer workers, help
communities develop their own solutions to prob-
lems, and promote a “can do” community spirit.

For families, the Strategy uses an early inter-
vention, strengths-based approach to focus on
the importance of early childhood develop-
ment, the needs of families with young children,
improving marriage and family relationships, bal-
ancing work and family responsibilities, and
helping young people in positive ways.

Gai Stern is the Assistant Director of the Stronger
Families and Communities Strategy Implemen-
tation Team in the Community Branch, Com-
monwealth Department of Family and  Community
Services, Canberra.

For more information on the Stronger Families
and Communities Strategy, call the information
line on free call 1800 300 125.

Real gains in social capital require genuine collaboration and partnership between
all tiers of government, community leaders, individual members of the community,
and the business community.


