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A NEW HOPE 

"If you want to build a ship, don't drum up people together to collect wood and don't assign 
them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the endless immensity of the sea."   
 Antoine de Saint-Exupéry 

HOW WE GOT HERE 

In May 2009 a range of voices from the Child Protection system in the North and West 
Metropolitan Region (N&WMR) came together for the first time.  This included representatives 
from all levels of the child protection program, child youth and families division, children’s court, 
and community service organisations. 

What question brought us all together?   

“How can the N&WMR child protection program, within current legislative and resource 
parameters, enhance its interventions in the lives of vulnerable children and families and build a 
highly effective workforce that ensures the wellbeing of staff?” 

The recent work culture and wellbeing audit 
from Atkinson-Consulting! detailed the presence 
of significant systemic issues – issues that could 
no longer be addressed with ‘work arounds’ and 
‘bandaid solutions.’  Denise McLaughlin, 
Manager Community Care and Beth Allen, 
Manager Child Protection from the N&WMR 
concluded that addressing the root causes 
would require a substantial and unprecedented 
level of collaboration and innovation. 

After a number of ongoing conversations with 
Steve Atkinson from Atkinson-Consulting! about 
potential options, the Change Lab methodology utilised by Reos Partners globally was chosen 
as a unique approach specifically designed to address complex and unprecedented 
challenges at individual, group and systemic levels.  The Change Lab provides a ‘container’ 
within which the system beings to, on a level playing field, truly see the present reality more 
clearly, from multiple angles, and to create a new future together.  This report is structured 
around this journey of Coming Together, Seeing Together and Creating Together. 

The Change Lab workshop concluded having forged deeper connections among participants 
and eight ideas or seeds for initiatives, which are outlined in the report.  These seeds and the 
container within which they’ll grow, will continue to be nurtured in the coming weeks, months 
and years.  Equally important is the sense of renewal and the shared commitment and energy to 
move the initiatives forward and operate together in ways that make a significant measureable 
difference for children, families, and the workforce. 
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COMING TOGETHER 

GETTING TO KNOW ONE ANOTHER 

On 19 May, 2009, 37 participants gathered together in a circle.  There 
was a mixture of apprehension and anticipation in the air.  Denise 
McLaughlin welcomed us as we prepared to embark on a three day 
journey to find better ways to address challenges in the child 
protection system. 

To get a sense of who was in the room, we stood up in turn and 
introduced ourselves, including information about our job role and organisation. 

ORIENTATION FOR THE JOURNEY 

 Jeff Barnum of Reos Partners oriented us to the Change Lab as a 
container into which diverse angles, perspectives and influences 
can address the complex social problems at hand.  Steve 
Atkinson and Paul Larkin from Atkinson-Consulting! also committed 
to guide and provide the necessary protocols to dive into a level 
of thinking and working within which we can find our way.  The 
Change Lab workshop was based around the three key 
movements of the U-Process. 

 

The group agreed on the ground rules for the process 

• Being present 
• Confidentiality 
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• Listening 
• Equality 
• Respect 

SEEING TOGETHER 

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVES 

The exercise ‘Cynics and Believers’ started the journey of listening and acknowledging different 
standpoints.  Everyone stood up in two lines facing each other, and each line was arbitrarily 
labelled as cynics or believers.  Each person had a few minutes to convince another of his or her 
point of view.   

After the debate, the believers were asked to report out things they heard from the cynics that, 
no matter how they argued, seemed relevant, plausible, and well-considered.  Then the cynics 
were asked to report on what the believers said that similarly impressed them.  Results were 
tallied as below.

CYNICS 

• We have heard all this before.  Let’s just do it, we know what needs to change. 
• There was no change even when the new legislation came in. 
• Predictable outcomes: a steering committee and pilot project, the same old actions and 

response that won’t make a difference. 
• This is a misuse of funds when the money could go towards something else like staffing. 
• The problem is resources and the lab can’t change that. 
• This is an exercise so the powers that be can look good and say they have ticked the boxes. 
• Haven’t we talked about this before; what’s changed? 
• Too much focus on child protection, you can’t just fix one part of the system in isolation. 
• Couldn’t we just send around an email to everyone; why go away for three days? 
• Too much work; don’t have time for changing. 
• Everyone comes with set ideas anyway so no one is going to change. 

BELIEVERS 

• Enthusiasm for entering a new dimension. 
• We have an opportunity in the here and now; we are here for these days. 
• The government doesn’t always give you the opportunity to explore differences. 
• People from different places have come together; there is value in diversity. 
• The U process is a creative process.  The approach is very different and very new. 
• Despite the barriers, this can be a starting point of change. 
• People want to be inspired; we need to bring energy to that. 
• The development of the convening question was very inclusive. 
• If we listen to each other we can find new ways of working together. 
• Optimism, we can do anything. 
• This is a different approach; engaging people at all levels not just higher levels. 
• It is easy and safe to be cynical; this is an opportunity to be in a different space. 
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“I wanted to make sure I got 
everything so I made notes but this 

was a distraction, then I realised 
you wanted us to focus on the 

quality of the dynamic, I was not 
listening, when I stopped taking 
notes I actually heard different 

things and heard differently.  I could 
make eye contact; I changed my 

position and I was more attentive to 
the sound of her voice” 

LEARNING TO LISTEN DEEPLY 

The Dialogue Interviews exercise helped us to work on seeing through the eyes of others.  We 
paired up with someone different to us, for example in viewpoint or from somewhere else in 
the hierarchy or from a different organisation.  The first 
step was to be aware of our own thoughts about our 
interviewee and our preconceptions.  Each person 
spent 20 minutes interviewing the other on the 
convening question, suspending judgement and 
asking helpful questions such as “What I heard you 
say was…  Could you please help me understand 
that a little bit more about that?” in order to help the 
other reveal more of his or her thinking.  The scene 
became one of vibrant energy as noise filled the 
room and hands gesticulated enthusiastically. 

After the interviews, we wrote in our personal journals and quietly reflected on the 
experience, particularly 

1. What ‘ah-ha’ moments did I have about myself?  About others?  
2. What am I learning about the system that I didn’t know before? 

 
 
A few people shared their reflections with the wider group. 
 

• We can be at different levels and see the 
same things, e.g. in clients and staff 

• We focus so much on things that go 
badly, there is not enough attention 
on where things are going well  

• Over time, people learn to support 
the system rather than testing and 
altering it and more or less cater to 
the system. With the resource 
issues, you learn to manage – as 
opposed to thinking differently 
about making the system support 
itself without creating work 

• I am conscious of trying to link what the 
other person is saying with my own 
perspective 

• It can be safe to find the element that aligns with one’s own thinking. 
• It is easy to start thinking about what we can do about that, and then move to the 

next thing 
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LEARNING JOURNEYS 

Having practiced listening with each other, we were ready to go on a Learning Journey.  The 
purpose of the Learning Journeys is suspend our own perspectives, and with fresh eyes, try to 
really understand what it is like to walk in another person’s shoes. 

Each person signed up for a learning journey and spent time writing in journals to examine his 
or her own assumptions and expectations, and to think about what questions to ask. 

Groups departed by bus to the site having appointed a greeter.  After the visit, each person 
quietly reflected in their journal and then debriefed with the team.   

 

VOICES FROM THE FIELD 

Once everyone returned from the learning journey the group once again gathered into the 
circle.  Everyone was invited, at the right time, to step forward and to become a person s/he 
met and to briefly say in the first person what that person said, and then to step back into the 
circle. 

We were asked not to go too quickly in order to allow a few seconds in between offerings.  It 
was such an amazing experience to hear these voices from the field come from our own lips 
that we were soon rushing into the circle, and had to consciously slow down.  This is a 
sampling from this powerful experience. 

 “I’m not a number; I’m an actual young person.” 

“Can you play with me; can you watch me?” 

“Are you going to stay here?” 

“What is makes a good worker is someone who listens.” 

“I went into placement for one night; the next day I found my packed suitcase at 
school ready for another placement.” 

“I like this new case manager; I get a fair hearing; I feel like everyone has been 
heard.” 

“I wish DHS workers would talk to the various programs within DHS.” 

 “I didn’t know I could get clothing grants.” 

 “What I want is my kids back.” 

“I think I’ve done everything I’m supposed to do; I can’t get housing to get the kids 
back.” 

 “I don’t blame the department there are not enough people there.” 

“Courts are frightening places for child protection workers.”  
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“When we take a family to court, we don’t get the name out of the phone book, but 
it can look that way.” 

 “This is the first job they 
will ever have and it’s 
the hardest job they will 
ever have.” 

“We’re here because 
we love the work we 
do.” 

“Staff love in-the-
moment feedback.” 

 “We need to look at 
delegations; it’s not 
empowering staff to 
constantly have to ask 
people to sign off.” 

 “It’s all about being organised.” 

“One of our workers has to transport a child to access from 7am to 3:30pm - AND 
manage her own cases.” 

“Our workers put their own children to the side while they go and attend to other 
children.” 

“Sometimes you might need more than one person at the residential unit.  I broke up 
a street fight and had blood pissing out of me; I needed someone to help me.” 

“I was put into a residential unit with people who have problems with drugs; it would 
be easy to fall into that line.” 

“I don’t think children under 12 should be in residential care.” 

“If there is an incident, there is no way of getting out – only one entry and exit.” 

“This centre is great; the staff here are always trying to help me.” 

 “Two hours each way for access.” 

“I’m lucky I have access 7 days a week so I can breast feed my baby once a day.” 

OUR STORIES 

After dinner on the first day, we gathered in a circle and shared stories relevant to the 
question that brought us together.  Laughter and tears rippled around the circle as each 
person shared from the heart about his or her personal and professional experiences of the 
child protection system.   

We checked out for the day by speaking a word to describe how we felt at that moment.  
There were mixed feelings: some people felt tired or sad; some people expressed hope; other 
people felt a sense of privilege in hearing the stories and being part of the journey. 

To begin the next day, we gathered into the circle and each of us spoke in turn about what 
was becoming clearer to us.   To continue the practice of listening and focusing on the 
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speaker, we passed around a talking piece.  The talking piece was a small glass ball; only the 
holder of the talking piece was permitted to speak.  After the rich and challenging first day, 
there was a lot of intensity, emotion and care in the room as each person shared his or her 
views. 

• It was painful listening to the voices. When I listened - the impact… We need to 
attend to the good and bad impact of our work. We need clarity about our 
impact. 

• I feel refreshed. I like using the U-Process together, 
even though it is difficult. This is a safe exercise in a 
large grou,p but I’m also thinking of the 300 staff and 
3,000 clients and all of their stories. 

• I feel uncertain and I feel some cynicism.  We have 
talked before but this is a huge system.  How do we get to an individual level? 

• I am clearer about the depth. 
• After the learning journeys and voices from the field, I left that session depressed.  

The voices were negative, and I thought, “Where to from here?” There was not 
much positive, but after the personal stories, we heard wonderful stories and 
change, and this put me in a different space.  We have a different space here: 
away from our jobs, to reflect and think, and to be in a different head space. 

• The little things make a big difference; they are easy to overlook; we need to go 
back to the basics. 

• I am expectant; we have this opportunity to build 
in a reflective space.  I am grateful and naively 
optimistic as this is a big machine or animal that 
needs to turn around. 

• I was tired, but went to bed wired and excited. 
• I felt a lot of sadness about the unnecessary 

suffering; it is so easy to make things a bit better.  I 
thought about my own work and the difficult journey ahead to do the work.  

• The balance between protecting children from harm; both from parents and the 
system. 

• We surfaced a range of issues, but with that, there are opportunities.  I am 
determined that we won’t lose the opportunities that these days provide. 

• I was confronted with people’s passion; we work within a bureaucracy, it amazing 
that people maintain the 
passion. 

• I was humbled by the words 
I heard.  I have cautious 
optimism and hope; I am 
not clear about where and 
how. 

• I felt despair; we have such 
a long way to go it is easy 
to feel overwhelmed.  We 
have a long history; 
solutions are not simple; it is 
always darkest before the 
dawn.  We are mobilised 

“I realise how toxic 
institution is to 
relationships” 

“This is the first time 
I’ve sat and listened 

to parents views 
with my heart” 
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and motivated to do something about it collectively, to start to turn it around. 
• Empathy; felt sorry for not owning the clients and feeling their pain.  I want to feel 

empowered, to move forward and I want others to feel this way. 
• This was the first time I sat and listened to parent’s views with my heart.  Some 

things are the same as what child protection workers are saying.  I was surprised 
at how parents understand what it is like for workers in the system.  It is a very long 
road ahead; every part of the system needs to change. 

• Mixed emotions; churn turned into concern.  I was 
struck at parents responses; today excited that 
emotions were for a reason. 

• Reflective; reality is overwhelming; things need to 
change; how do we manage the system?  There is 
a lot of passion. 

• The circle; there were lots of sad stories but also wonderful things. I want it to be 
more balanced in terms of amazing work in this region; I don’t want to lose sight 
of this. 

• Privilege; a deep sense of passion and care with challenging work. 
• Reflection - it takes a village to raise a child.  I had an image of voices from the 

village; overwhelming sense of the problem. 
• This is a good time for DHS and Create.  I have heard children say no one wants 

to hear my story; I am excited that we did this yesterday. Taking on board what 
children saying; I’m excited about the innovation and change. 

• It requires a lot of effort to do what we are doing, that is being present and in the 
moment.  So many are dealing with issues and problems and ticking off our list; 
but not sure if we have done well or what we should have done. I appreciated 
the discipline not to go to the solution now. 

• By going to court to see what workers have to deal with, I have a greater 
appreciation. The voices had a real impact on me emotionally; there needs to be 
change for children and workers. I loved the storytelling; for me it was natural; 
something lifted and went. 

• We need to listen more and go back to basics; that doesn’t cost anything; it is 
why we wanted to do this job and work with kids. I reflected on practice and 
communicating with each other, not just DHS but also agencies, etc.  It doesn’t 
cost the department to do these things. 

• I felt very raw, vulnerable, and apprehensive.  The 
inner cynic was overwhelmed and afraid nothing 
would be different as problem is so big – but I 
don’t want to go back to the office and stop 
listening and doing the simple things for the 
children.  I am worried about the work piling up 
and that I will forget this and go back to normal. 

• We talk and listen a lot, but we had to listen differently. We did this with the 
parents in the access centre; it was challenging and useful. How do we take the 
message and do something different?  What we do next is the challenge. 

• Incredible privilege – I feel hopeful; I have involvement in people’s lives that few 
people have; I want to make the right choices for change. 

• The voices felt negative and critical; we also get positive feedback that we don’t 
share enough with each other.  We need to keep in mind the good work we do. 

“…an overwhelming 
tsunami to the 

senses; today I feel 
open and renewed” 

“Our interventions 
should always be 

mindful of the entirety 
of people’s lives” 
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• Yesterday was an overwhelming tsunami to the senses; today I feel open, 
renewed, and thankful for the process.  I feel encouraged and hopeful.  We need 
a different direction. 

• There is no short story or a brief life.  What child protection workers have to do is 
move on quickly.  Survival is not thinking about things too much.  We must be able 
to remember the stories but not be in despair.  Our interventions should always be 
mindful of the entirety of people’s lives. 

• Change really does need to happen.  I have a sense of relief to share within the 
sector and that we can make change. 

• Came to listen, and am grateful for the invitation. 
• Came to listen and contribute to the significant challenges. 
• Listening to the client.  We need to put client views into our decision making.  It 

feels like there are huge infrastructure and machinery across this very human 
enterprise.  People are doing things they don’t believe in or think is right but do 
because they are told to.  One must be able to use one’s judgement and 
humanity, and be supported.  Concern of the weight of the machinery denying 
human needs.  The acknowledgement and recognition as human beings.  
Hearing the voices and not just trying to make sense within our frame.  Passion, 
capability, enthusiasm and optimism is very present here.  

INKLINGS 

The first exercise of the second day was to acknowledge emerging ideas or inklings by 
writing them in our journals.  At the same time we needed to suspend judgement to continue 
sensing and avoid a premature focus on solutions.  Some people shared brief reflections in 
the circle.   

 

FINDING OUT WHAT WE REALLY BELIEVE 

MAGIC STICK EXERCISE 

In the magic stick exercise, 12 volunteers tried to lower a stick to the floor.  The stick had to be 
held in a certain way and the policy was that everyone must make contact with the stick.  
Despite the team’s best efforts, the stick immediately went up as everyone tried to keep 
contact with the stick.  So we did what organisations sometimes do and sacked six of the 
team, bringing in six new volunteers.  The new team was also unsuccessful in attaining the 
goal.   

In debrief, we agreed the goal was clear.  There was 
conjecture about why both teams were unsuccessful.  Some 
mentioned a lack of strategy or poor communication or that 
everyone was a different height.  We came to realise that the 
policy was the problem as its requirements worked against the 
goal.  This was used as an example of a structure that 
profoundly shapes behaviours and outcomes. 
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THE ICEBERG 

For this exercise, we moved to the tables in groups of four, trying to mix and work with people 
different to us.  The Iceberg metaphor was used to explore going progressively deeper below 
the surface from how things appear. 

Iceberg Description Example 

1. Events Headlines; things that happen Client death, placement 
breakdown 

2. Patterns Events over time; can begin to 
anticipate and predict 

Carrying too many cases, 
unallocated cases 

3. Structures Organisational structure, 
physical design, rules and 
regulations, policies and 

procedures, cultural norms 
and values, information 

sharing and access, decision 
making, reward and 

recognition 

Legislation, court reports 

 

Each group discussed and recorded events relevant to the convening question and placed 
these on the top of an iceberg drawn on butcher paper.  In the next step the groups 
identified the patterns underlying these events.  Finally, the structures supporting these 
patterns were recorded at the base of the iceberg.   

After each level, the wider group discussed the events, patterns and structures that had 
emerged within the small groups.  Once we reached structures, we moved to different tables 
with one person remaining for continuity, and had further conversations.  This enabled us to 
explore new perspectives on the identified structures. 

MENTAL MODELS 

Structures are born out of how we think about 
what we want, and our situation.  The next logical 
step in exploring the system “underneath the 
waterline” was to explore the mental models 
(beliefs, assumptions, ideas) that shape our 
reality.  We explored the ways of thinking implicit 
in the identified structures, recording the mental 
models on separate post-it notes.  Each small 
group of four chose the three mental models that 
they considered have the most central and 
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powerful effect on the system.  These mental models were written on sticky hexagons that 
could be placed and clustered on the wall. 

A small group from different levels of the hierarchy (frontline worker, unit manager, assistant 
manager, executive director) collaboratively sorted the mental models into themes assisted 
by the facilitator, while the rest of the participants took a break.  The themes were written on 
differently coloured hexagons and placed among the clusters, and then presented to the 
wider group.  The themes of the mental models at the root of the system we explored were 
shown to be as follows: 

• The system (not child’s needs) drives the organisational structure. 
• The system (not child’s needs) drives process and policy and practice. 
• DHS is essential to protect children. 
• All children must be protected. 
• Child protection is a legal issue, not a social or health issue. 
• There are sufficient resources. 
• Fear of making mistakes. 
 
 

LETTING GO TO LET COME 

After lunch, we all returned to the circle.   We had arrived at the place in the U-Process that 
comes just before the bottom of the curve, and signifies that we now prepare to connect 
with the source of power for collective action – the source of attention and creativity that 
resides in each individual – which when applied co-creatively can change the mental 
models, structures, and patterns at play, thereby leading to new outcomes.   

Firstly, we reflected silently in our journals looking back on the previous day and a half of 
sensing work.  Each individual considered which of the mental models were active within him 
or her, and noted this in the journal. 

Next came the solo experience.  We checked in our mobile phones and left our journals 
behind, and were asked to spend an hour and a half in total silence by ourselves.  This, to say 
the least, was difficult for many people.  We silently walked around the beautiful gardens of 
Werribee Park during this time - holding the space and silence in the uncomfortable state of 
not knowing - staying with the challenge of ambiguity and uncertainty in order to push 
through the threshold of letting go.  The aim of the exercise was to let go of everything in our 
minds, hearts, and wills that troubled us, excited us, or absorbed our attention – to find and 
create real silence inwardly.  This is an exercise in being present to ‘what is’ while suspending 
our mental models, feelings, assessments, evaluations and judgements. 
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CREATING TOGETHER 

OUR CURRENT REALITY 

It was time to create a clean thinking space in order to move forward after the solo.  In our 
journals we reflected on:  

1. What is needed of me (from children, families, and the workforce)? 
2. What is needed of us (from children, families, and the workforce)?   

In our imaginations, we changed places with the child, the family, or the workforce, so we 
could think and feel in their shoes.  Some took a “gallery walk” to look at flipcharts that 
recorded notes from previous activities. 

We then shared something from our journal that the system needed to hear, again using the 
talking piece. 

• Systems and interventions should help them in ways they understand as helpful, 
not harmful. 

• Children need us to make things better; they need to have a school, a home, 
friends, fun. 

• They need to be treated as human beings not just clients. 
• Regular contact, support and to seek below the surface for issues the family have. 
• Time to be with the child and learn who they are as a person. 
• Children and families need to be listened to; action must be taken. 
• The workforce needs to be listened to and to be kept at the forefront of decision 

making. 
• Needed from us is to transform systems and process to impart strength, skill, hope, 

and meet people where they are. 
• To have the same agenda and vision; to be on the same page. 
• To work well together; walk and guide one another; robust discussions. 
• Families need to be clear about what they need to do to get us out of their lives. 
• Needed is to stay brave; not go back to traditional ways; don’t repeat the 

weaknesses of the past; pay attention to what really matters to children and 
families. 

• Children need to be heard and heard fairly.  Orders need to be explained clearly 
such that the “why” is understood. 

• Families need constancy of worker; for us to be a last resort; for us to be reliable 
and to help mum and dad. 

• Time to listen. 
• To get our act together; to set aside individual and group interests; to commit 

energy and effort for the change process in true partnership. 
• A strength-based systems for kids and families. 
• To encourage radical change to support practitioners. 
• To have different dialogues with workers about problems, ideas, solutions and the 

biggest issues; to not back off, but to take on system issues. 
• To carefully listen to the story, history and future, and to consider what solutions 

they want and what challenges they will face. 
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• Faithfulness, honesty, strength. 
• To assist with the work in redesigning out of home care.  Continuity of relationships 

between workers and their clients. 
• To listen to and work closely with them to achieve best outcomes; to work with 

children’s goals. 
• To develop better understanding. Clear explanation of likely actions; to allow 

them to have input. 
• People need to be able to rely on, listen, and talk to each other; to share goals 

and objectives; to put egos aside; to focus on needs; more time; to make the 
service response as simple as possible. 

• To behave and communicate in ways that they understand; to go to court as last 
resort. 

• We should do no harm and attend to the issues that create harm. 
• To create systems structures and processes that enable strength-based, 

evidenced-based practice. 
• To recognise that families don’t have it together.  We can’t expect them to work 

on a plan that is up here, out of reach – we must make it attainable. 
• Change in the way we operate.  More time to interact with parents and help 

them to change.  Prevention. 
• To operate from hope, not fear. 
• To listen to stories; to gain an historical understanding of each.  A future vision that 

is well understood and communicated. 
• An authorising environment for change.  Powerful days.  I feel lots of ideas and 

energy for tomorrow and improvement. 
• To refocus the practice to include families.  Opportunities to listen and give 

feedback.  To ensure that access to broader range of DHS services is available to 
families. 

• To advocate for change and improvements; to recognise good practice and 
support it. 

• To leave here with a sense of privilege and commitment to move forward on 
outcomes. 

• To engage with the workforce.  To not assume to know the issues and then react. 
• To grow a culture with passion in partnership. 
• To drive commitment to make the change; courage. 
• To notice the children that need our help and treat them right. 
• To be honest about shortfalls and deficits; not to fall into trap of smoothing it over.  

To have conversation and dialogue about the system. 
• To be courageous and confident about how we move forward with different 

approaches and dismantle some of what has gone before. 
• To take a considered approach.  Time.  To be engaged and present.  To mean 

what I say. 
• To question  ourselves and others.  Systems.  To never stop questioning whenever 

a decision is being made. 
• The wisdom of my experience; reliability; truthfulness.  To be careful; to take a risk. 
• We can, we will influence policy, and we will broadly commit to engage with 

each other to do so. 
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POINTS OF LEVERAGE IN THE SYSTEM 

After hearing from each other about the system, we gathered in small groups with another 
person whose answer made us 
light up or otherwise intrigued us.  
We talked together, carefully 
listening and inquiring into the 
heart, mind and souls of our fellow 
sojourners. 

In groups, we then used the sticky 
hexagons to write down three 
critical leverage points in the 
system.  We were invited to walk 
around, talk and do what we 
needed to do, using the skills we 
have learned so far.  Each group 
presented its leverage points and 
placed them on the wall.  
Individuals got up and added extra leverage points to the wall as they saw fit. 

After breakfast on day three, another small group gathered together to cluster the leverage 
points into themes with working labels. 

Workload (senior managers, team leaders)/Configuration 

• A failure to address the elephant in the room. 
• Senior managers have too much load. 
• No allocated families/children to team leaders. 
• Allocation of cases fundamental requirement. 
• Sub regional platforms/paradigm, co-location/co-working configurations. 

Culture 

• Slow things down to stop loss of experienced staff. 
• Climate of fear/anxiety. 
• Administration, where do I fit? 
• Improve relationships within our own workforce. 
• Implement management strategy from Atkinson-Consulting! audit on region. 
• Fear, risk aversion? Urgent vs. Important; creating a culture and practice not 

based on adverse event outcomes; choosing to not have blaming cultures; no 
tolerance; policy, practice advice. 

Threshold (flow, business decisions, keeping out of court etc.) 

• Additional step prior to protective application; strengthened mediation; benefit 
to child protection workers. 

• Trial new models of entry/exit/entry/exit. 
• Review thresholds to formally deal with flow. 
• Keeping out of court. 
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• Court, how to stay out of the legal arena; in home support; decisions earlier at 
worker/family community level. 

• Review entry points to statutory system. 
• Discontinue supervision orders -> community support for families/children not child 

protection. 
• Redefine the threshold of statutory responsibility. 
• Decision to investigate. 
• Opportunity to involve sector further. 
• Points in system where we identify and strengthen opportunities for children to 

return home or strengthen families so they don’t leave home in first place. 

Regional Court Reform 

• Timely resolution of court materials i.e. ADR new models. 

Defining Role of DHS in connection with sector 

• All in, intake, all out. 
• Family violence reforms. 
• Leaving care. 
• More opportunity for contracted case management. 
• Next steps with sector, integration. 
• Change child protection intake practice to achieve best possible decision at the 

earliest possible point after all community and non statutory options eliminated or 
discounted. 

Measuring Outcomes 

• Measure incremental change and engage client in this process from beginning to 
end. 

• Review all KPI’s – ALL. 
• Defining how we assess progress. 
• Re-look at the way we work with families at response point. 

Staff Support/Development/Retention/Recruitment 

• Supervision more than accountability. 
• Beginning practice, 1st year of work. 
• Review delegations and empower staff to make professional judgement. 
• Shifts to alleviate early morning long day late night. 
• Better organisational care of workers; OHS. 
• Slow things down to stop loss of experienced staff. 
• Administration, where do I fit!!! 

Client Care/Practice 

• Thinking about access as therapy. 
• At point of substantiation a family decision making meeting occur within 2 weeks. 
• Independent formal audit process including families, young person, children, 

systems, staff, processes. 
• Care team approach (holistic, joint responsibility, multi disciplinary, during all 

phases of child protection interventions, shared knowledge and responsibility 
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shared way forward plan, continuity of knowledge, listening, secondary 
consultations, challenging perceptions of each other, inclusive of family service). 

• Every phone call, office visit, contact. 
• Accessibility days, all providers/programs present. 
• Use behavioural tools and observations to help parents and kids achieve their 

goals. 
• Evidence based tools for assessment, e.g. goal attainment, parenting assessment. 
• Points in system where we identify and strengthen opportunities for children to 

return home or strengthen families so they don’t leave home in the first place. 
• Practice approach and case allocation in working with children’s families in the 

region. 
• Listening to parents, children, carers to inform decisions. 
• Allocation of cases is our core business. 
 
 

GROWING THE SEEDS OF INNOVATION 

CRYSTALLISING INNOVATION IDEAS 

To begin crystallising our innovation ideas, we did a gallery walk of the leverage points in our 
work where interventions could make a big difference to the system – looking for the points 
of highest leverage where actions could make the biggest or a much-needed difference. 

• Workload (senior managers, team leaders)/Configuration 
• Culture 
• Threshold (flow, business decisions, keeping out of court etc.) 
• Regional Court Reform 
• Defining Role of DHS in connection with sector 
• Measuring Outcomes 
• Staff Support/Development/Retention/Recruitment 
• Client Care/Practice 

Each person recorded in a headline format, a seed idea that he or she would really like to 
work on using the following criteria: 

1. Within current resource and legislative parameters.  
2. Make a difference in the lives of children and families and improve workforce 

wellbeing and effectiveness. 
3. Address a high leverage point.  
4. Transformational/systemic/long term not patchwork/band aid/workaround.  
5. Not for someone else but for us/me . 
6. For which I have the energy and commitment. 

 
In turn, we presented our seed ideas.  We were listening for our allies – people with whom we 
would like to work with further during the day.  Among the seed ideas presented were: 
 

• Small number of after-hours staff. 
• Model development. 
• Design a decision making approach; simpler quicker effective. 
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• Mediation centre for pre-application of protection orders. 
• Develop a region wide multi service access framework; work across. 
• Develop a program of employee growth outside current supervision and 

performance management. 
• Workforce related reform – Beginning Practice, shifts etc. 
• Awaiting case lists; alternative client pathways. 
• Developing cultural ambassadors; culture club; empowering and paralleling 

processes how we work with families. 
• Configuration of the north-west management structure to better reflect the 

enormity of distance. 
• Resource of staff allocation and workload. 
• Reintroduce buddy role for new workers. 
• New induction for current and new staff. 
• The vertical slice. 
• Access for therapy, tool. 
• Workforce; cross sector DHS/CSO/Government; stages and continuum of 

intervention and service delivery in families lives. 
• Be a stronger leader. 
• Support for region to engage better and more effectively with children with 

existing programs at Create. 
• Slowing things down; threshold; core business; practice areas. 
• Take One and Three as well as Take Two; client centred outcomes; use existing 

research at Barwon. 
• DHS and sector relationships. 
• Regional program development. 
• Community hub; all professionals around to respond immediately and share 

wisdom; divert from child protection. 
• Threshold issues prior to intake. 
• Threshold, entry point. 
• Container culture into the workplace; deep listening; connections. 
• Threshold; focus on the children in most need of protection; make good decisions. 
• Work satisfaction and retention. 
• Staff practice clinics at lunchtime. 
• Apply simple evidence based approaches; show people how to use and reflect 

on work. 
• Preventing kids going to court; exhausting community care options. 
• Defining roles for DHS and sector; case management area; role of out of home 

care placement. 
• Workload; allocated work; stock taking. 
• Review threshold; first point of contact through to decision making in partnership 

with the sector education, housing, legal etc. 
• Thresholds; practice; timely interventions. 

LEARNING TO CREATE BY SEEING PICASSO’S PAINTING PROCESS 

As we gathered into small groups with our allies, we were reminded that this was not the time 
to get comfortable.  Our facilitators were helpful but firm in making it uncomfortable for us so 
we could get to a different place. 
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We watched a short film of Picasso painting his Death of a Matador, which provided an 
example of rapid iteration and creativity as we moved to the right side of the U-Process to 
co-creation.  We learned that - 

• Knowing the medium narrows the otherwise 
infinite possibilities.  Picasso chooses to paint 
an oil painting; similarly, we are choosing to 
attend to the needs of children, families, and 
the workforce. 

• Starting a creative effort may be messy – 
broad brushstrokes are preliminary structural 
elements in the whole composition. 

• At first, keep ideas soft enough to be 
malleable and nimble. 

• Finding, through sketching, a point at which 
we can say, “It’s good enough; I’ll go with 
this.”  Then the picture fills in more, signifying a 
commitment to overall composition. 

• There is, at different points a search or hunt for 
what else is needed – trying things out in small 
areas, rapid iterations of small and large parts. 

• At some point, the painting looks pretty good.  This is the point where most of us 
would stop and say, “This is good enough.”  New innovations and creations 
occur, however, when someone says “Actually, we are not quite there.  What we 
have now looks pretty good, but if we look carefully, we’ll see that this doesn’t 
meet all the needs.  It’s good but not good enough.”  Then there must be a 
willingness to risk what has been built – this becomes an act of giving up our 
sacred cows.  Picasso literally destroys and redraws the central structural element 
in the painting, the head of the bull.  Each one adds something new, but he 
keeps going until he finds the best expression of his intuition or idea – the one 
expressing the qualities he wants the representation to convey. 

• Willingness to go there is a dilemma in creative practice, but through it, the best 
ideas emerge.  They will emerge through this creative process if you let go of your 
scared cows at each moment and let the new whole emerge. 

MODEL BUILDING IN THE STUDIO 

Now was the time to create.  Our 
mindset about creating together needs 
to continue to evolve; it’s an open-
ended journey and we can all learn to 
do this together! 

We cleared the tables of clutter to 
build our models.  First we practiced 
modelling with common objects from 
our pockets.  We each picked three 
objects and made a model to build a 
representation of our self, our team 
and our system. We explained our small 
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models to each other at tables of four or so. 

The next step was to build a model of the innovation idea in our small groups.  All the richness 
of our idea needed to be represented in the model.  There were two rules: 

1. Get up and get what you need to make the model work; go and join a different 
group or start a new group. – this is the “law of two feet.” 

2. Don’t try to agree before you start building.  Before you speak put your hand on an 
object – allow background intuition to come to the surface and connect with others. 

A table was provided with materials from outdoors – 
bark, sticks, flowers etc.  People initially found it hard 
to let go of old tools like talking and writing.  It was 
hard work to use the models to create and guide 
conversation, to build on the fly and not talk first.  Jeff 
walked around and pushed teams to do so.  The first 
session was a bit stuck, but gradually, people got the 
hang of the exercise, and began to build intricate 
models. 

After a period of time, teams went to other tables to 
give feedback.  Each team was coached to let go of 
their defences and allow the other team to help them 
see blind spots, so that the idea and model could 
grow and develop.   

When we returned to own tables, we were asked to 
dramatically change the model by cutting the 
number of items used in half, and to remove large 
and central items from the tables altogether.  This 

forced us to detach from where we were and extract the essence of the innovation in order 
to take it forward.  We were permitted to bring any items in again, but encouraged not to 
use them in the same way. We were coached to be open to fresh thinking – the more 
radical the better. 

It was difficult to stay concrete with the innovation and not move into the abstract.  We were 
initially tentative in using available materials.  For one team, a turning point came when Jeff 
dramatically crushed a piece of fruit to visibly give form to what a participant described as a 
crushed child by a dysfunctional system.  We started to experience the freedom of the 
creative process and identify all sorts of materials around us to use in our models.  We 
learned to stay with the ambiguity as the models emerged. 

After a period of time, the teams again went to other tables to ask helping questions to 
develop the models. 

Finally we ended up with one model on the table as our innovation.  We checked the model 
against the criteria to ensure it was a really robust idea.   
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CHARTERING 

The final step was to develop a charter for our model.  The idea with this step is to move the 
idea from its model representation in fruits and flowers, into a robust but concise conceptual 
framework.  This framework can then be taken with us beyond the workshop, and back into 
the system itself.   We adhered to the following guidelines by writing down, in teams, the 
elements critical to the innovation idea:  

1. Name of innovation.   
2. What it is and how it works. 
3. By doing this, what is achieved. 
4. What difference this makes – in the lives of children and families – to the effectiveness 

and wellbeing of the workforce. 
5. Can it be done within current resource and legislative parameters? 
6. Is this feasible? Can it actually be done?  What would be involved in getting in done?  

What are the steps to action and accomplishment?  What the next 30 days look like 
and the backlog of tasks. 

7. Needs: What and from whom. 
8. Fears and hopes. 
9. Names. 

When finished, we presented on our innovations briefly (too briefly! – we were nearly out of 
time).  While listening to the presentation we asked ourselves the questions - 

• Is it systemic? 
• Is it feasible? 
• Within current resources/legislation? 
• Will it make a difference? 
• Dangers? 
• Supports and gifts? 
• What is needed of me? 

Our closing had to happen before we completed the chartering process.  We had a short, 
heartfelt closing about what people are taking with them.  The overall sentiment is that we 
were, as one participant said, at “the end of the beginning,” and nearly everyone expressed 
enthusiasm for our next steps. 

Upon reflection, the Change Lab workshop seems to have helped us shift from a place of not 
knowing and not trusting in our own ability to shift our ways of serving children, families and 
the workforce, into a place of experiencing our own potential to do so.   
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BACK TO THE FUTURE 

NEW INITIATIVES 

In a nutshell the potential new initiatives included: 

1. Integrated Child Protection Service – Redefine the role/scope of the statutory service 
while repositioning decision making and responsibility in the community sector.  
Redefining core business of Child Protection and enhancing capacity of the 
community sector to manage child wellbeing.  Further operationalise and embed the 
aspiration of shared community responsibility for protecting vulnerable children and 
families.  Only children requiring a statutory service will enter the Child Protection 
program. 

2. Catchment Based N&WMR Child Protection Program – Local community, strength 
based service provision.  Ability to innovate and advocate for a particular 
demographic.  Proximity to community and family services.  Presence of senior 
management, ability to more effectively drive local work based culture and drive 
local relationship building.  

3. Attic Model – Altering thresholds to improve allocation capacity.  A deliberate 
modification of thresholds along the Child Protection continuum.  Includes 
community intake, child protection intake, substantiations and protective 
applications.  Strengthening interventions to actively reduce children escalating 
through the Child Protection system.  Develop Child First to become the primary 
intake point to the child and family welfare system for all vulnerable children.  Ensure 
that reports received by Child Protection relate to children in need of protective 
intervention including mandated reports.  Child Protection will undertake timely 
investigations and introduce a suite of interventions to strengthen families and reduce 
the number of protective applications.  Prior to issuing a protective application 
families should participate in mediation.  Multi disciplinary panel to review 
appropriateness of protective applications as the last resort.  

4. Child and Family Services – A Child First catchment based service response model 
incorporating child protection intake workers, integrated family services and 
placement support services.  Developing innovative new ways of wrapping co-
located, place based services around vulnerable families. 

5. Primacy of Care Teams in Decision Making – The empowerment of the care team 
that surrounds each child/young person to make decisions and respond to their 
needs.  A collective response determined by those with the most comprehensive and 
current understanding of the child/young person.  Information gathering/sharing to 
make comprehensive assessments to guide decision making.  Care team 
communicates decisions and rationales to management.  Engagement with 
management is bilateral. 

6. Voice Action – Vertical sensing teams to bring the voices and stories of children, 
families and workforce into our workplace culture.  Generating a culture where 
people feel valued, listened to, supported, protected and enabled. 
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7. Staff and Client Development – Run 6-8 two hour sessions (induction, orientation, 
advanced training) per annum.  Use existing experienced colleagues, community 
services (health, family support, parenting centres, etc.) to conduct sessions 
including: use of specific tools, e.g. parenting assessment, induction manual. 

8. Practitioner Care Support – Foundation phase of employee development building a 
care and support package around the individual beginning practitioner.  Applies 
feedback and linkages between training unit and operational environment.  
Dedicated care and support co-ordinator.  Panel to develop an individual plan, 
allocate a buddy and allocate to a team/unit. 

 

NEW RELATIONSHIPS 

After the three days we had a strong sense of the collective spirit.  While previously we had 
felt responsible but alone, there was now a greater sense 
of sharing the problem.  The Child Protection program 
was delighted with the involvement of the community 
services representatives.  In turn, these representatives 
committed to take into the community the new message 
and embrace the change as it comes.  They reminded 
the program that they were not alone.  Judge Grant also 
committed to continue sensing by taking up invitations to 
visit various areas of the program; he also expressed appreciation for the work of child 
protection workers in the court. 

Together we drew courage from the shared commitment and awareness that people were 
ready and committed to change.  While there are many different interest areas there are 
significant threads of similarity in our purpose. 

 

NEW CAPABILITIES 

At the end of the three days we were more hopeful about growing our capability and left 
with a greater sense of the future possibilities for the child 
protection system. 

We had a renewed confidence in the importance of taking 
the time for sensing work and taking responsibility for listening 
to each voice. 

We left with a better understanding of the system and our 
goals.  We also have a new way of thinking we can use to 
achieve our goals. 

 

 

 

“We have developed 
a new way of thinking; 
there will still be more 

emergent ideas to 
come” 

“A renewed sense of 
being in it all together, 

the reconnection of 
relationships” 



Page 25 
 

NEXT STEPS ON THE JOURNEY 

The Change Lab is a watershed moment.  It is 
an invaluable opportunity to gain greater 
mastery over our work; to give each child and 
family a reliable service; and to provide staff 
with a quality experience.  This is the beginning.   

Management at all levels has a clear 
commitment to the process and promises to 
collectively lift staff over the coming weeks and months with real sustainable change and 
light to cut through the current realities for children and staff.  Each person expressed a 
strong sense of responsibility to provide feedback to colleagues in office and to bring them 
on the journey.  There was clear drive and commitment for change and innovation to move 
forward.  

Yes there are some doubts about our ability to make it happen but overriding this is a sense 
of hope and responsibility.  There is a sense of privilege to have been a part of this process.  
There is admiration that management had the courage to move forward with this process.  
We have confidence about achieving substantial change and improvement in services to 
children and families in the region.  We look forward to tidying up the ends and the next 
steps and then really start to scope out the innovations and keep it moving.  

“We are on a journey working 
together to improve services and 

systems and practices, not 
remaining static or losing what we 

have gained in this container” 
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ANNEXURE 

 

LIST OF PARTICIPANTS 

 

Department of Human Services – North and West Metropolitan Region 

Beth Allen, Manager, Child Protection 
Sandy Brien, Manager, Support Services 
John Byrne, Manager, Human Resources 
Libby Dyer, Manager, Placement and Support 
Simone Fullerton, Project Manager, Community Care 
Linda Gerdtz, Principal Practitioner, Child Protection 
Lesley Hughes, Administrative Support Officer, Child Protection 
Jenny Lindupp, Unit Manager, Community Case Management and Care Youth  
Beth Lyon, Child Protection Worker Level 2, Child Protection 
Veronica Martin, Unit Manager, Aboriginal Focussed Unit 
Denise McLaughlin, Manager, Community Care 
Leeanne Miller, Assistant Manager, Child Protection 
Andrew Minge, Unit Manager, Family Contact and Support 
Pina Molea, Unit Manager, Intake 
Romina Morena, Human Resources 
Deb Nillsen, Unit Manager, Community Partnerships 
Jenny Papageorgiou, Assistant Manager, Child Protection 
Fabi Rasin, Unit Manager, Investigations 
Robert Ross, Assistant Manager, Child Protection 
Rebecca Russell, Child Protection Worker Level 1, Child Protection 
Jan Snell, Regional Director 
Mary Sophou, Unit Manager, Child Youth and Family Engagement 
Dominique Swift, Unit Manager, Family Decision Making 
Jessica Taylor, Child Protection Worker Level 3, Child Protection 
Jeanette Webb, Unit Manager, High Risk Infants 
Matthew Wilson, Team Leader, Community Case Management and Care Youth 

 
 
Department of Human Services 
 

Greg Lawrence, Manager, Child Protection Reform & Workforce Strategy 
Paul McDonald, Executive Director, Child Youth & Families Division 
Mick Naughton, Assistant Director, Child Protection Placement & Family Services 
Diane Preston, Lawyer, Children’s Court Advocacy Unit 
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Community Service Organisations 
 

John Avent, General Manager, Salvation Army Westcare 
Murial Bamblett, CEO, VACCA 
Joanna Bock, Regional Director, Berry Street 
Bernadette Burchell, CEO, Children's Protection Society 
Merril Lynch, Take 2 Berry Street 
Joanna McMahon, Victoria State Co-ordinator, CREATE Foundation 

 
 
Law Courts Australia 
 

Judge Paul Grant, Melbourne Children’s Court 
 
 
Facilitation Team 
 

Steve Atkinson, Atkinson-Consulting! 
Jeff Barnum, Reos Partners 
Anna Clark, Atkinson-Consulting! 
Paul Larkin, Atkinson-Consulting! 
Julian Roberts, Reos Partners 
 
 
 
 

 


