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1. Executive Summary 
 

This information and evidence paper provides background on the history and purpose of the 

Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services (DCCSDS) investment in 

neighbourhood centres. The paper is intended to support and inform the Investment 

Management Standard (IMS) process which will be applied to enable collaborative decision 

making on the future shape of the department’s investment in neighbourhood centres.  

 

A key product from the IMS process will be a renewed logic map of the investment which will 

inform the development of a Neighbourhood Centres Strategy, a commitment of the 

department’s Strategic Plan 2017-211.  

 

Neighbourhood centres (centres) have been a key part of social service investment across 

Australia since the mid-1970s. Whilst the nature and purpose of social services since that 

period has undergone many changes, neighbourhood centres have retained their roles as 

universal, place-oriented services that form the foundation for the service system. 

 

Neighbourhood centres are uniquely positioned to deliver a variety of services. Evidence 

from DCCSDS and Department of Social Services data suggest the average centre: 

 provides a community development function (the natures of which depends on the 

needs of the local community); 

 hosts a range of events to help build social cohesion;  

 is a key site for the delivery of referrals and the provision of emergency relief 

funding; and 

 provides a venue for visiting services and local groups to use at low or no cost 

 

In addition to these functions, approximately 22 per cent of centres in Queensland also 

deliver funded youth, family support and domestic violence services to service users with 

complex needs. Some services also receive Australian Government funding for services 

such as the Department of Social Services’ Families and Communities Program.  

 

Some Local Councils invest in neighbourhood centres, often to provide funding for events 

such as Seniors Week. Other activities and events are funded by philanthropic grants, self-

generated funds from venue hire or donations.  Consequently, even those centres which do 

not operate as a service hub can still serve as a ‘community hub’, that is a place for people 

in the local area to gather.  

 

Literature supports the view that the key problems neighbourhood centres are attempting to 

address are issues regarding social cohesion and isolation of individuals within communities. 

The role of neighbourhood centres as a location for the delivery of other services, events 

and a vehicle for volunteer effort all contribute to building social capital. Feedback from 

services also suggests that centres are frequently the first port of call for people in crisis. 

 

A significant contemporary challenge for this service delivery model is combining the 

traditional focus of neighbourhood centres on building social capital in local communities 

                                                           
Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services, Strategic Plan, 2017-2021, p2  
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with the current policy trajectory of social investment and outcomes based funding. This will 

require that both the sector and the department can articulate the social issues that 

neighbourhood centres are intended to address and the benefits they deliver. 

 

The table below describes broadly how neighbourhood centres currently fit within the human 

services system.  

 

Figure 1. Community Services Operational Framework 

Neighbourhood Centres Operational Framework 

“Every person needs community. Families are not strong all alone, they are strong together, supporting and reinforcing one 

another, helping and connecting so that they can all move forward.”2 
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2 Blanchard, A.  Investing in What Works for America’s Communities, 2012 Federal Reserve Bank of San 
Francisco and Low Income Investment Fund, People Transforming Communities. For Good. Neighbourhood 
Centres Inc.,p142 
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2. Background and Purpose  
 

Neighbourhood centres are a fundamental piece of social services infrastructure in 

communities across Queensland. As outlined in the Community Investment Specification3, 

neighbourhood centres provide prevention and early intervention responses throughout the 

community to reduce vulnerability and disadvantage. 

 

In many locations, neighbourhood centres receive multiple streams of funding or engage 

visiting services, forming community hubs capable of responding to the diverse needs of 

families, seniors, young people, homeless people and recent migrants.  

 

Neighbourhood centres harness community effort to address local problems, drawing heavily 

on the input of volunteers4. Services operate in a localised way to respond to a range of 

issues and opportunities. Within the bounds of their resources, centres have the capacity, 

flexibility and responsiveness to shift priorities and resources as new needs emerge.  

 

While neighbourhood centres provide universal supports such as playgroups, social 

activities and parenting programs, they often support people in crisis and can serve as an 

entry point to targeted or crisis services such as domestic and family violence assistance or 

financial counselling.  

 

The department’s investment supports the provision of information, advice, individual 

advocacy, engagement and or referral to other services. This means that centres work 

closely with local specialist services and are able to make supported referrals after 

undertaking an initial assessment and providing information on support options.  

 

In many places, neighbourhood centres provide a pathway into further education, skills 

acquisition and employment. Centres support life-long learning and use low (or no) cost 

activities and pre-accreditation courses to support people to access employment.  

Investment Logic Mapping Process 
The impetus for undertaking Investment Logic Mapping and the Investment Management 

Standard (IMS) process is to consider a contemporary program framework for 

neighbourhood centres within the context of the broader human service system.  

Significant reform has occurred or is underway within the human services system resulting 

from: 

 the introduction of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) 
 the Queensland Child Protection Commission of Inquiry; and 
 the Special Taskforce on Domestic and Family Violence in Queensland. 

 
These reforms are reshaping the human services sector and driving a focus on the 
outcomes achieved from the department’s significant investment in the sector.  This is 
reflected in the Strategic Investment Direction and Action Plan 2017-19 recently 
released by the department, which outlines strategies to provide more effective 
services that offer the best value for money and meet the needs of vulnerable 

                                                           
3 Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services 2016, Community: Investment Specification 
Version 3  
4 Who we are and What we do, Australian Neighbourhood Houses and Centres Association, May 2011  
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Queenslanders into the future5. In this regard, it is timely to consider the role of 
neighbourhood centres in the social services system.  

Overview 
The purpose of this paper is to review the evidence base for the neighbourhood 
centres initiative. This includes an examination of: 

1. the historical and current investment context 
2. key features and trends in service delivery 
3. the problem or issue/s neighbourhood centres are trying to solve; and 
4. an examination of future need, considering government drivers and 

frameworks.  
 

3. Investment Context 

Historical context 
Neighbourhood centres emerged in Australia in the early 1970s funded by the Australian 

Government under the Australian Assistance Plan, from a community development model 

responding to the needs local communities’ and supported issues including adult learning, 

and responding to the needs of children and women6.  

 

In the 1980s, the Australian Government divested administrative responsibility for family and 

community support services to the Queensland Government. Since this time, the department 

has continued to fund services to deliver a range of individual and community level 

outcomes.  

 

Investment in neighbourhood centre services has remained relatively static, with few new 

services established or centre closures. In 2016-17, the funding benchmark for 

neighbourhood centres was increased to enhance the sustainability of neighbourhood 

centres, setting the operational threshold at $110,000 and enhancing the lowest funded 43 

services.  

 

As a result of the relative stability of funding for this program, it is unclear if the current 

spread of neighbourhood centres continues to reflect contemporary patterns of need. 

 

As at October 2017, the Queensland Government funds the operation of 124 neighbourhood 

centres. 

 

In 2004 the department commenced the procurement of Multi-Tenant Service Centres 

(MTSCs), building on the understanding of neighbourhood centres as community hubs at 

which residents of the local community can access multiple supports in the one location, 

preferably through an integrated service delivery approach which prevents people have to 

repeat their story multiple times.  

 

Over four years, new MTSCs were established in Toowoomba, Chinchilla, Dalby, Burdekin, 
Charters Towers, Lockhart River, Caboolture and Mackay, operating with effective and 

                                                           
5 Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services, Strategic Investment Direction and Action 
Plan 2017-19, p2 
6 Rooney, D. 2011, “Centres ‘Down Under’: Mapping Australia’s neighbourhood Centres and learning”  
Australian Journal of Adult Learning, Volume 51, Number 2, July 2011  
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transparent management, which enabled service providers to improve client services. In 
some instances, Multi-Tenant Centres replaced existing neighbourhood centre facilities.  In 
others, they were new community assets that may or may not have had operational funding 
tied to them. 
 
The IMS process has a focus on services funded by the Department of Communities, Child 

Safety and Disability Services. It is acknowledged that there are other neighbourhood and 

community centres which operate in Queensland through other funding bodies such as local 

Councils, churches or sporting groups. These services are not in-scope for this process.   

Queensland’s Strategic Framework 
Investment in Neighbourhood Centres is guided by a series of whole-of-government and 

DCCSDS strategies including: the Queensland Government’s Objectives for the 

Community’s focus on building safe, caring and connected communities7; the DCCSDS 

Strategic Plan 2017-218 and the department’s Strategic Investment Direction9. The current 

DCCSDS investment approach for neighbourhood centres is outlined in the Investment 

Domains Guideline.  

Key defining features of the neighbourhood centre investment are that it: 

 spans universal, prevention to early intervention; 

 includes services that are primarily funded to assist people to self-manage or to 

connect them to the services or support mechanisms that they need; 

 enables people to access information and generalist support to improve their safety, 

social connectedness, self-reliance, and wellbeing; 

 includes whole or targeted population groups where a broad reach is required; and 

 has interactions which range from being transactional in nature, to support that is 

provided over multiple occasions; including the provision of interim support to clients 

while they are awaiting referral to other services.10 

Based on this, a hierarchy of strategies which form the basis of the Queensland Government 

and DCCSDS strategy and investment framework are outlined in Figure 2. Community 

Services Strategic Framework. 

These features are based on a client and service delivery continuum which categorises the 

neighbourhood centre investment based on the following assumptions (also shown in Figure 

3: Investment Domains across client and service delivery continuums): 

 Client need: Low (*It is noted that this is challenged by the sector and service 

reports.) 

 Complexity of service response: Simple 

 Intensity of service response: Prevention 

 Level of service response: Universal/Primary  

                                                           
7 The Queensland Government’s Objectives for the Community, p1 
8 Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services, Strategic Plan, 2017-2021, p2 
9 Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services, Strategic Investment Direction and Action 
Plan 2017-19 
10 Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services, Investment Domains Guidelines, p 8. 
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Figure 2. Community Services Strategic Framework 

 

 

Neighbourhood Centres 

Figure 3: Investment Domains across client and service delivery continuums 

Source: Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Service Investment Domains Guideline 
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The logic of the current program from service users through to outcomes is outlined below in 

Figure 4. Neighbourhood Centres Investment Logic. 

Figure 4: Neighbourhood Centres Investment Logic 

 

As outlined in the current Community Investment Specifications for neighbourhood centres, 

Service Users are simply defined as “people who live in a defined geographic area”11. The 

purpose of the investment for this broadly defined group of Service Users is to “provide a 

pathway to access universal community support services and an entry point to more 

targeted support services as required, for the targeted community”12.  

Under the community support service type, Neighbourhood Centres deliver services 

according to the following requirements: 

 respond to the identified and emergent needs of the local community with a priority 
on vulnerable individuals and families within the community 

 be flexible and culturally inclusive providing a range of community and centre-based 
activities  

 provide universal access for the community with a focus on vulnerable individuals, 
families and populations  

 support access to more targeted services 

 provide integrated and coordinated responses as part of the local service system 

 provide a mix of programs, services and activities; and  

 promote community engagement and connectedness13. 

Reporting 
Whilst there are differences in how each service responds to the department’s reporting 

requirements, services generally demonstrate compliance with both delivering the required 

mix of services and reporting on this delivery.  

In Queensland in 2016-17, neighbourhood centres provided 582,231 instances of service 

delivery. An instance of service delivery is any service, regardless of how complex, provided 

to a service user (this could include attending a community event held at the neighbourhood 

centre). A single service user could also receive multiple instances of service delivery. This 

averages out as 4,734 instances per centre or 13 instances per day. It is impossible from the 

                                                           
11 Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services 2016, Community: Investment Specification 
Version 3, p, 7 
12 Ibid. p, 7. 
13 Ibid. p, 9. 
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data to determine how much time is spent per service instance or user but this data shows 

that the average centre is well-used by local communities.  

It is noted that services frequently report anecdotally through regional quarterly meetings or 

meetings with departmental officers, that the reporting measures and methods are not the 

most appropriate means to measure program effectiveness. It is also noted that 

demonstrating community level outcomes can be difficult as many other factors and services 

impact the community level outcomes which neighbourhood centres aim to achieve14.  

Key issues identified by the sector include: 

 managing the unique needs of communities in different locations (such as rural and 

remote areas) 

 managing the competing demands of operating multiple programs with different 

funding sources; and 

 reporting measures that don’t cover all the work undertaken by centres.  

In 2015, the Queensland Families and Communities Association (QFCA) received funding 

from DCCSDS to trial the Results Based Accountability™ approach to reporting outcomes.  

A total of 27.8% of services completed the voluntary trial and the QFCA reports continuing 

interest from centres in implementing the approach. It is understood from the QFCA that 

many centres were still completing the trial data collection, however the timeframes for 

completion were amended during the trial which meant that a number of services did not 

return completed data. 

Key features of the RBA are that performance measures are each represented by a 
question: 

1. Quantity of effort: “How much did we do?” 
2. Quality of effort: “How well did we do it?” 
3. Quantity and quality of effect: “Is anyone better off?” 

Organisational profile of neighbourhood centres 
Figure 5, provides a profile of Queensland centres and includes a breakdown of number and 

types of supplementary services offered from the centres and their geographic spread.  It 

indicates that more than half of neighbourhood centres receive funding other than 

Community support, though in some instances this is small scale emergency relief or  

event-related funding.   

A large number of neighbourhood centres are funded to employ family support workers, with 

other hosting youth workers, seniors’ workers or domestic and family violence related 

positions.  It is also known that a number of centres host services funded by sources other 

than the department, e.g. Centrelink agencies. 

  

                                                           
14Izmir, G. Katz, I. and Bruce, J. 2009, Neighbourhood and Community Centres: results for children, families and 
communities, Social Policy Research Centre University of New South Wales, p, 27. 
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Figure 5. Queensland Neighbourhood Centre Profile  

 

 

  

Key Points 

 48 centres provide community support only 

 29 centres provide one other centre, usually 

this is an event, emergency relief or drought 

support. 

 A total of 27 centres provide 4 or more 

services (including the base function), this is 

22% of the total number of services.  
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Infrastructure 

In addition to providing investment to operate centres, the Queensland Government also 
supports service delivery through the provision of neighbourhood centre infrastructure. 
   
Of the 124 services the department invests in, approximately half operate from department 
owned facilities. Some of these are purpose-built (see Image 1 – Hervey Bay 
Neighbourhood Centre) whilst others are converted dwellings (See Image 2 – New Farm 
Neighbourhood Centre).  
 
Peppercorn leases are in place where services are located in departmentally owned 
premises as an in-kind contribution to service viability. The remainder operate from buildings 
owned by local councils, non-government organisations or private lessors.  
 

Image 1 - Hervey Bay Community Centre 

 
 

Image 2 – New Farm Neighbourhood Centre  

 
 

In addition to the maintenance and upgrade of existing facilities, new facilities are 
constructed as high priority areas are identified and where funding enables construction.  

The National Picture 
The Australian Neighbourhood Houses and Centres Association (ANHCA) describes 

neighbourhood centres as “typically small organisations situated in local community settings 

that operate at grassroots level”15.  

Despite the varying levels and types of services provided through the centres, all share a 

common approach through a commitment to community development and social inclusion16. 

Reflecting this community focus, 87% of all centres in Australia are run as incorporated 

                                                           
15 Australian Neighbourhood Houses & Centres Association, 2011, Strengthening Local Communities: Who we 
are and What we do, p 2.  
16 Ibid. p, 2. 
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associations with volunteer committees or boards17. This structure purposely creates 

opportunities for community members to develop skills and build community leaders.  

The ANHCA conducted a national survey in 2011 from which it’s possible to develop a 

profile of a typical Neighbourhood Centre/House in Australia. The results are outlined in 

Figure 6. 

Figure 6: Australian Neighbourhood Centres/Houses – Profile 

Feature Result 

Location   Metropolitan - 47% 

 Rural/remote – 27% 

 Regional Centre – 26% 

Legal Structure An incorporated association with a volunteer committee or board. 

Workforce  Median number of paid hours is 90hrs/week 

 There are on average 2.8 volunteers for every paid worker 

 52% of centres employ only part-time staff. 

Annual Income  Median income $220,500/annum 

 The majority of funding comes from State Governments and/or is self-generated 

Participation  An average of 320/week participate in activities at each centre 

Demographics  Women aged 45-64 were the largest service user demographic (80%) 

 Other significant users include: 

o Women aged 26-64 (74%) 

o Women aged 65+ (66%) 

o Children below school age (51%)  

 98% of centres engage people with one or a combination of people who: 

o are on low incomes; 

o are socially isolated people or at risk of social isolation; and 

o have low levels of formal education and training 

Source: Australian Neighbourhood Houses & Centres Association, 2011, Strengthening Local 

Communities: Who We Are and What We Do. 

A 2011 study of Brisbane neighbourhood centres identified the following key features of 

services: 

 service hubs;  

 facilitators of local participation in planning and redevelopment; 

 contributing to consortium arrangements with other partners that improve outcomes 

for disadvantaged people and engage the wider community in solutions;  

 active outreach and innovative approaches to reaching and engaging local people;  

 building community connections and relationships including through reconciliation 

with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities; and 

 improving the inclusion of culturally and linguistically diverse communities18. 

Despite being responsive to local need, a number of studies have attempted to bring 

together the core elements of what a neighbourhood centre does/provides to the local 

community. Most of the literature concentrates on the role of centres as a local hub which 

                                                           
17 Ibid, p 8. 
18 West End Community House 2011, Strengthening People and Places: The role and Value of Community and 
Neighbourhood Centres, p 7. 
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offers some service delivery but also activities which contribute to community development 

and reducing social isolation. 

While each neighbourhood centre is different, key features, according to Izmir et al include:  

 promoting supportive relationships; 

 building local networks  

 building trust in communities; and  

 providing pathways to volunteering19. 

A Local Community Services Association (LCSA) NSW survey of 250 neighbourhood 

centres across the state identified the following key characteristics of NCs:  

 they are often the most prominent services in rural and remote areas, which may 

not be serviced well by the larger NGOs and have patchy Government services; 

 55% of the centres serve an area with population of less than 30,000; 

 30% of the centres serving areas with population of less than 10,000; and 

 centres are located in areas with populations of low to medium socioeconomic 

background, and provide services to some of the most socially isolated and difficult 

to engage clients20. 

The LCSA survey also established the key services neighbourhood centres deliver to the 

community. A minority of centres were engaged in direct service delivery (less than 40%), 

most centres nominated the following as their core business: 

 93.6% provide information, referral and coordination of external services; 

 83.2% undertake various community development activities; 

 66.4% host external services on their premises; 

 65.6% undertake community events; and 

 48% provide children’s services such as supported playgroups, breakfast clubs, and 

homework clubs21. 

These findings are consistent with the findings of the Strengthening people and places: the 

role and value of community and neighbourhood centres report, which identified a number of 

key themes as follows22: 

 Centres work to be welcoming places and spaces. 

 Centres are concerned with community diversity and work to preserve and enhance 

it. 

 Centres work to increase participation, involvement and employment.  

 Centres work to respond to needs and issues. 

 

Centres work with everyone and also try to be responsive to the needs of disadvantaged 

residents23.  

                                                           
19 Izmir, G. Katz, I. and Bruce, J. 2009, Neighbourhood and Community Centres: results for children, families 
and communities, Social Policy Research Centre University of New South Wales, p, 27. 
20 Ibid, p, 5. 
21Ibid, p, 6. 
22 West End Community House, 2011, Strengthening people and places: the role and value of community and 
neighbourhood centres report, p, 29. 
23 Ibid, p, 29 
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Due to this diverse range of functions and potential services delivered from centres and as a 

place where people come together, the Brisbane report concluded centres are “fertile ground 

for social capital to develop or be consolidated”24.  

 

4. Features and trends in service delivery  
 

While neighbourhood centres originally emerged from a community development framework 

in the 1980s and 1990s, the department is keen to articulate the value of neighbourhood 

centres in contemporary terms understandable to a broad audience within government and 

the general community, including elements related to community amenity; social 

connectedness and cohesion. This section explores the community-level benefits to which 

neighbourhood centres contribute.  

Building Social Capital 

Social capital describes the establishment of networks and shared values and understanding 

which increases capacity for communities to identify and solve their own issues.  

Key services provided by neighbourhood centres which contribute to social capital include: 

 community centre based development; 

 emergency relief; 

 drought support; 

 youth support; and  

 multicultural activities. 

For the purpose of this paper we are using the definition of social capital outlined by Cavaye:  

“social capital can be understood as a resource to collective action, which may lead to a 

broad range of outcomes, of varying social scale. For individuals, this can mean access 

to the reciprocal, trusting social connections that help the processes of getting by or 

getting ahead. For communities, social capital reflects the ability of community members 

to participate, cooperate, organise and interact”25. 

Neighbourhood centres don’t just contribute to social capital through the delivery of services 

but also as a physical space where people in the community can come together.  

When analysing the role of neighbourhood centres and migrant integration in Vancouver Yan 

and Lauer observed that Neighbourhood Houses had been “instrumental in helping ethno-

culturally diverse newcomers establish social capital by expanding their social networks…not 

only as service users but also sometimes as volunteers, shows that they have taken the first 

step toward participation in their community”26. In this instance, neighbourhood centres 

performed the role of an “institutional machinery of connection” in a safe and welcoming 

environment27. 

                                                           
24Ibid, p 19. 
25 Social Capital: Empirical Meaning and Measurement Validity, Australian Institute of Family Studies,  
26 Miu Chung Yan, Sean Lauer, 2008, Social Capital and Ethno-Cultural Diverse Immigrants: A Canadian Study 

on Settlement House and Social Integration, Journal of Ethnic & Cultural Diversity in Social Work, Vol. 17(3), p 

245. 
27Ibid. p 246. 
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Social capital has emerged as a key policy concept due to the need to find an appropriate 

balance between “governmental, business, communal and personal responsibility in different 

social and economic areas”28. As a key stakeholder in the building of social capital the 

concept continues to play an important role within policy and programs, and will have a 

significant impact on future investment. Despite some contestation about the concept, 

research generally supports the notion that social capital leads to benefits like “governmental 

efficacy and good social and economic outcomes”29 

Social capital is one way of measuring the levels of social inclusion and cohesion which are 

integral to achieving outcomes like ‘building safe, caring and connected communities’ 

identified in the Queensland Government Objectives for the Community30.  

Community Development 
Linked with building social capital, a significant part of the ongoing work of neighbourhood 

centres is community development. Whilst the emphasis on community development 

activities has changed over time it remains a core part of what centres contribute to their 

local community.  

Community development can be defined as: 

“a way of working with local communities, to achieve change within communities to 

problems that they themselves identify. It is a collective process, not a one-off 

intervention, co-produced with, not for communities. Community development work is 

fundamentally about enabling, facilitating and building capacity for a community to 

address its own needs”31. 

Community development is the means to building social capital and if done successfully 

results in a local “infrastructure of support and cooperation”32 which is enduring and 

contributes to ongoing efforts to reduce social isolation and exclusion. Previous Queensland 

Government agencies have attempted to adopt such a response. The former Department of 

Families, Youth and Community Care developed an outcomes based funding approach 

which incorporated community development as shown below. 

Figure 7: Former Department of Families, Youth and Community Care – Community 

Support Services 

Outcome 

Communities have increased opportunities and capacity to participate in the development of 
effective community service responses. 

Funding Purpose 

                                                           
28 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2004, Information Paper: Measuring Social Capital – An Australian 
Framework and Indicators, p, 2. 
29 Productivity Commission 2003, Social Capital: Reviewing the Concept and its Policy Implications, Research 

Paper, AusInfo, Canberra, p50. 
30 The Queensland Government’s Objectives for the Community, p1 
31 Catalysts for Community Action and Investment: A Social Return on Investment analysis of community 

development work based on a common outcomes framework, October 2010, p 2. 
32 Catalysts for Community Action and Investment: A Social Return on Investment analysis of community 
development work based on a common outcomes framework, October 2010, p 2. 
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The Department provides funds for community development activities in order to assist 
communities achieve, develop and maintain the capacity to identify issues, respond to their local 
needs and to build on the many strengths that already exist in their own communities. 

Evidence 

 Integrated and collaborative community responses to local needs are implemented; 

 The capacity of community agencies to identify local needs and develop responses to local 

need is increased 

 Community infrastructure is improved 

 Effective formal and informal mechanisms for inter-agency collaboration are established  

 Increased opportunities for people to participate in planning processes are demonstrated 

 Number of people accessing services that are representative of the demography of their 

communities 

 Community organisations have appropriately skilled/qualified staff delivering services 

Source: The Community Services Funding Book: A guide to Community Service Outcomes Funded 

by Families, Youth and Community Care Queensland33 

A current example of a neighbourhood centre investment which incorporates social capital 

and community development is the Victorian Neighbourhood House Coordination Program.  

The program aims to: 

 support the provision of community development programs and activities that lead to 

community strengthening outcomes by: 

o supporting diversity and promoting community participation and inclusion 

o facilitating community development and capacity building in support of individuals 

and groups within communities; and 

o supporting lifelong learning opportunities for people to improve their access to 

training and employment pathways. 

 undertake community development processes to address locally identified priorities 
and needs through: 
o community consultation; 
o development of agreed community responses to identified priorities and needs; 
o identification of partners and funding sources; 
o facilitating and evaluating responses to identified needs and priorities34. 

 Benefits to the Human Services System 
A key outcome of neighbourhood centre service delivery is the follow-on benefits provided 
through prevention and early intervention services; early identification of issues and referral 
to appropriate secondary services.  

“Through their information and referral services, neighbourhood centres reduce 
transaction costs in the child and family services system. Transaction costs are 
defined as costs other than the costs of the good or service that are incurred in trading 
goods or services and they include search and information costs, bargaining and 
decision costs, and monitoring and enforcement costs.”  35 

                                                           
33 Queensland Government 2000, The Community Services Funding Book: A Guide to Community Services 
Funded by Families, Youth and Community Care Queensland, State of Queensland 
34 Victorian Government, 2016, Neighbourhood House Coordination Program Guidelines 2016-2019 and Sector 
Information, p 3-4 
35 Izmir, G. Katz, I. and Bruce, J. 2009, Neighbourhood and Community Centres: results for children, families 
and communities, Social Policy Research Centre University of New South Wales, p, 16 
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Information and referral services help people to identify needs and access the most 
appropriate service/s for their needs. As a community-based non-therapeutic environment, 
neighbourhood centres help people navigate the service system, reducing search time and 
frustration for clients and supporting the service system through efficient referral processes.  
  

5. Identifying the ‘problem’ 

Part of the IMS process considers ‘problem definition’; investigating and defining the 

problems or issues that the investment is trying to solve. The following section explores the 

research about what neighbourhood centres were set up to do and the type of activities they 

undertake. The evidence considers centres across Australia and is not restricted to the 

services funded by the Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services.  

Key indicators or ‘problems’ that impact social capital, which community development work 

tries to address, are issues of social inclusion and cohesion. 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics describes social inclusion as: “people are able to 

participate fully in the social and economic life of their community, and have a good network 

of relationships with family, friends and the wider community”36. 

 The Scanlon Foundation describes social cohesion in communities as having three common 

elements: 

 universal values, mutual respect and common aspirations or identity shared by their 

members; 

 a well-functioning core group or community in which there are shared goals and 

responsibilities and a readiness to co-operate with the other members; and 

 generally viewed not simply as an outcome, but as a continuous and seemingly 

never-ending process of achieving social harmony37. 

Points for Consideration 
As a preventative, universal service with a relatively low complexity of service response to 

clients, neighbourhood centres contribute to levels of social capital within communities. 

Neighbourhood centres are crucial in providing a foundation on which secondary and 

intensive/crisis responses can be built. As human service delivery shifts to have a stronger 

focus on prevention, the problems neighbourhood centres address, and their role in the 

service system, is increasingly important. 

If the broad outcomes/theory of change for the neighbourhood centre remains focussed on 

social cohesion and inclusion, then there may be value in examining a framework in which 

these characteristics can be measured at a local level. This would enable a better 

assessment of the effectiveness of the investment from DCCSDS’ perspective. 

Notwithstanding the difficulties in defining and measuring social cohesion and inclusion, 

such an approach may enable service providers to move away from a focus on milestone 

reporting to an examination of impacts in their particular service locations.  

                                                           
36 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2004, Information Paper: Measuring Social Capital – An Australian 
Framework and Indicators, p, 7. 
37 Scanlon Foundation 2016, Mapping Social Cohesion: The Scanlon Foundation Surveys, p 11 
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The IMS process provides key stakeholders with an opportunity to reconfigure the 

neighbourhood centre investment to both fit the needs and aspirations of communities and 

reflect the strategic policy drivers which are influencing future investment in social services. 

 

6. Future Need: Government and Policy Drivers and Frameworks 
 

There are currently a range of government and sector-led reports and inquiries which can 

give us some guidance as to what the future policy environment will look like. The following 

is a selection of key policy documents produced by the Queensland Government, the 

community sector and other significant bodies which will likely impact future considerations 

of any investment and delivery of human services. 

Our Way: A Generational Strategy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Children and 

Families 2017-2037 
The ‘Our Way’ strategy is aimed at reducing the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander children in the child protection system and close the gap in life outcomes for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Families.  

Key features of the strategy include: 

 Self-determination: “empowering Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families to 

exercise opportunities to live well, according to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

values and beliefs and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child”38; 

and 

 A 20 year timeframe (2017-2037): Achieving the goals of the strategy, “will take a 

new approach to designing and delivering services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples”39. 

The strategy has outlined a clear vision and target: 

 Vision: “all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people in 
Queensland grow up safe and cared for in family, community and culture”40; and  

 Target: “to close the gap in life outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children and families and eliminate the disproportionate representation of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander children in the child protection system by 2037”41. 

 
Four building blocks have been identified as the basis of the strategy: 

 All families enjoy access to quality, culturally safe universal and targeted services 
necessary for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children to thrive; 

 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples and organisations participate in and 
have control over decisions that affect decisions; 

 Law, policy and practice in child and family welfare are culturally safe and 
responsive; and 

                                                           
38 Queensland Government, 2017, Our Way: A Generational Strategy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Children and Families 2017-2037, p4  
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. p, 8. 
41 Ibid. 
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 Governments and community services are accountable to Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples42. 

 
 As neighbourhood centres provide a universal approach to social inclusion and community 

development, services can potentially play a key role in promoting broader societal change 

on this critical issue.  

Forecasting the Future: Community Services in Queensland 2025 
The Forecasting the Future: Community Services in Queensland 2025 paper was published 

in 2016 by Deloitte Access Economics with the assistance of the Community Services 

Industry Alliance and the Department of Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services. 

The report is an overview of current and future role the Community Services Industry in 

Queensland and highlights potential challenges.  

Key points of the report that relate to both investment practices and sources of funding, 

include: 

 An increasing focus on social enterprise is likely to continue, with these organisations 

having a stronger presence in the Industry over the coming 10 years; 

 Social Impact Investment will also be increasingly important to the Industry and may 

support scale of service delivery where government investment cannot. These 

changes are likely to result in a different Industry profile in 2025 in terms of number, 

size, turnover and type of organisations43; 

 As the Industry transitions towards a true client-centred model, this will elicit a shift 

towards a demand-driven rather than supply-driven market for services. This is likely 

to necessitate upskilling in areas such as customer experience, and customer 

service44; and 

 Reform of the commissioning process will benefit from clear research and an 

evidence base for identifying the desired outcomes, types of interventions, and 

priority populations. This may be enabled through the development of service 

strategies that provide the framework for procuring services. Contracting and 

reporting arrangements that support evidence-based outcomes are also likely to 

encourage innovation45. 

Introducing Competition and Informed User Choice into Human Services: Reforms to 

Human Services, Australian Productivity Commission 
The aim of the current Productivity Commission Inquiry is to build upon the advent of the 

NDIS and look at broader ways people who use human services and their families can be “at 

the heart of service provision”46. Alongside a focus on choice the inquiry maintains 

governments should “have a strong involvement in human services — through funding 

services, stewarding markets for services and, in some circumstances, directly providing 

                                                           
42 Ibid. 
43 Deloitte Access Economics, 2016, Forecasting the Future: Community Services in Queensland 2025 Full 
Report – April 2016, p16 
44 Ibid. p, 17. 
45 Ibid. p, 41. 
46 Productivity Commission 2017, Introducing Competition and Informed User Choice into Human Services: 
Reforms to Human Services, Draft Report, Canberra, p 50.  
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services”47. An emphasis on the role of service users can allow funding to “follow the user” 

and also allows an environment where the user’s needs have priority over those of the 

provider48. 

Key features of a human service environment with a focus on service users include: 

 “users should have choice over the human services they access and who provides 

them, unless there are clear reasons why not”; and 

 “In a well-designed and managed market, informed choice can improve outcomes for 

users because it:  

o has intrinsic value by empowering people to have greater control over their lives; 

o enables people to make decisions that best meet their needs and preferences; 

and 

o can generate powerful incentives for providers to be more responsive to users’ 

needs and can drive innovation and efficiencies in service delivery”49. 

Building on a concept that is a major feature of the Ministry of Social Development in New 

Zealand the report identifies a role of ‘stewardship’ for Government in the human services 

sector50. The report describes the Government role of steward as: 

 “policy design, regulation, oversight of service delivery, monitoring of provider 

performance, and developing ways for the system to learn and continuously 

improve”; 

 “developing institutional and regulatory arrangements to underpin service provision 

that is responsive to users, accountable to those who fund the services, equitable, 

efficient and high quality”; and 

 “governments retain ultimate responsibility for ensuring human services deliver their 

intended outcomes regardless of the arrangements under which those services are 

funded or provided”51. 

For government to play the role of steward, significant effort and time must be spent 

engaging and planning with service users and providers. Key features of this type of 

planning are:  

 “identifying and articulating outcomes that services and providers should achieve for 

users, and specify outcomes at the program and overall system level”; 

 “identifying the service user population that services should target, and 
understanding their characteristics”; 

 “planning for specialised services which may be needed to meet the needs of 
particular groups, such as culturally and linguistically diverse users”; and 

 “planning for regional needs which considers the needs of the population as a whole, 
taking into account that the needs of some users can differ from others”52. 

Place-Based Approaches 
Governments are increasingly interested in investing in service delivery through a ‘place-

based approach’. This is much more than a targeted response or a service integration 

                                                           
47 Ibid. p, 51. 
48 Ibid. p, 53. 
49 Ibid. p, 56. 
50 New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2015, More Effective Social Services 
51 . Ibid. p, 53. 
52 Ibid. p, 73. 



Neighbourhood Centres Initiative – Evidence Paper  21 
 

project (although these are often part of a place-based approach) and limiting place to these 

investment strategies or purely to geography limits the scope and ability to achieve 

outcomes through a place approach.  

A universal definition of place-level initiatives has yet to be reached. However, a recent 

Australian report of place-level initiatives provides a succinct definition; “programs designed 

and delivered with the intention of targeting a specific geographical location(s) and particular 

group(s) in order to respond to complex social problems.”53 Types of place-level initiative can 

simultaneously focus specifically on people in a place, the place itself or both, depending on 

the outcomes desired. 

Place-based approaches are not new for the government or the sector and have been part 

of policy and service delivery frameworks since at least the 1970s. There is currently a 

renewed interest in using aspects of place-approaches to address complex or wicked 

problems with specific communities. Current examples of place-based approaches in 

Queensland are Logan Together and the First 1000 Days Project. Other national and 

international examples of this approach are Communities for Children and Harlem Children’s 

Zones. 

Place-based approaches by necessity involve the whole service system within a specific 

location. Given their vital contribution to universal service access and their capacity to 

mobilise community effort, neighbourhood centres have the potential to play a crucial role in 

designing and implementing place-based approaches. 

7. Conclusion 

Evidence suggests that Neighbourhood centres can provide a universal service based on 

the principles of building social capital through a community development approach within 

the communities in which they are based.  

They can play a key role in maintaining and building social cohesion with the community and 

the social inclusion of potentially marginalised groups. They support people through 

prevention and early intervention and are frequently the first port of call in a crisis.  

A significant part of the neighbourhood centre model is the presence of a physical location 

within a community where people can access the broader service system, and also 

volunteer, which reduces social isolation and builds community resilience. 

The current DCCSDS funding intent supports this approach though a focus on investing in 

neighbourhood centres as an early intervention/preventative service which has no entry 

criteria supporting the whole of community.  

The current role profile of neighbourhood centres also supports this approach with the 

majority providing services with a community development focus combined with some 

emergency relief/events funding from either the Queensland or Commonwealth 

Governments.  

                                                           
53 Wilks, S., Lahausse, J., & Edwards, B. (2015). Commonwealth Place-based Service Delivery Initiatives: Key 
Learnings project (Research Report no. 32). Melbourne: Australian Institute of Family Studies. 
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