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Introduction  

 

In the last decade there have been significant funding cuts to Neighbourhood 

Houses and Community Centres (NHCCs) by the Queensland Government. 

Because of my ongoing professional interest in NHCCs, I wanted to explore 

the impacts of these cuts as we move further towards a funding environment 

which appears to be driven by private sector models of practice. 

 

With an increasingly challenging and complex society, the relevance and 

importance of appropriately resourcing and valuing NHCCs for the wellbeing 

of any local community has never been so pressing. Reduced funding and the 

insistence on self-reliance in the name of community autonomy is depleting the 

pillars that bind community together (Haslam McKenzie 2003, p.39).  Hence, 

the purpose of this report is to explore the impacts that these funding cuts have 

on the role NHCCs play in today’s society, in order to consider the challenges 

ahead, and also any alternatives to the way NHCCs are funded in the future. 

 

Background: What is the current funding agenda in Southeast Queensland? 

 

In the last two decades Australia has seen major reforms of the public sector 

with the implementation of a new public management model. The core policies 

of this model reflect market style approaches which involve a competitive 

environment, reduced state intervention, privatisation through contracting out 
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of public services, efficiency and performance. The new public management 

model proposed approaches that reflect a business practice framework similar 

to the private sector and this has been applied across all sections of the public 

sector (Mulgan 2003, p.153). 

 

This has brought about improvements in the efficient delivery of public 

services but at what cost?  A debate has arisen in the NHCC sector about what 

the impacts have been on the delivery of social and human services to the 

community. For non-government organisations like NHCCs this has brought 

about expectations of participation in market style processes, which has also 

presented such collaborative organisations with a new set of challenges and 

opportunities (Rooney 2011, p. 209). 

 

The current model of funding prioritises individual and specialised service 

delivery responses over collective, community development or capacity-

building responses. The Queensland Government 2014 Social Services 

Investment Framework (2014, p.4) aims to be responsive to the needs of 

community, improve efficiency and effectiveness of allocated resources with 

an increased focus on outputs and outcomes to create a consistent approach to 

funding. Yet the claim that this will reduce the administrative burden on the 

social service sector is questionable. The demand from funding bodies for 

community organisations to meet administrative requirements which takes so 

much time, there is little left for the program or project itself (Ife 2002, p.165). 
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Can complex areas such as human and community services be effectively 

measured? If so, how? Ife (2002, p.13) suggests that we have a contradiction on 

our hands in that community service delivery programs are intended to be 

community-based, but there is no community anymore, no sense of belonging 

and connection since the new public management policies have degraded 

communities.  The new funding model prioritises quantitative over qualitative 

approaches. Lane (2013, p.173) has described how bottom up, community 

driven approaches became harder to sustain as top down processes were 

quicker, easier, more efficient and rational.  

 

There is an argument that current funding which focuses on evaluation of 

outcomes and accountability is more efficient in building community and 

delivering services. Whilst this may have advantages it has so far been 

incapable of meeting human need in an equitable way (Ife 2002, p.7). However, 

the question is how does one measure the true effectiveness of this? Who does 

the accountability favour – clients or funders? And who benefits from it? As 

Lane states (2013, p.174) the shift in accountability has been to the bureaucracy 

rather than to the community, and these implications need to be further 

considered. 
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Literature Review 

 

In order to understand the impact these funding changes have had upon NHCCs, 

it is useful to briefly revisit some key concepts around NHCCs, why they exist, 

and how they intersect with community. We begin with a brief overview of the 

nature of community and community development. 

 

What is community? 

 

Community as a concept can refer to a geographical or even virtual space 

where social relationships are constructed and contested. Kenny explains (2011, 

p.8) that community can be in the form of association, based on relations of 

common identity, and a sense of mutuality, therefore it can be defined by 

shared geography, culture, economic, social, demographic, or other special 

interest or shared identity. Community is a subjective and contested concept, 

and has different meanings to different people, in different settings, however, 

common purpose and connection is what brings together a community in many 

different forms. Ife describes (2002, p.80) community as more than just a group 

but rather a group with members who have a sense of belonging, a sense of 

identity, and importantly how one views one’s place in the world. 

 

Every community is unique with its own dynamics and diversity. It will also 

have its own level of connectedness and culture. As McKnight (2013, p. 2) 
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explains, the culture of community is not something you can buy, nor can it be 

created by programs. The culture is the creation of people who have serious 

relationships with each other and these relationships, based upon trust, grow 

from the experience of being together over long periods of time, and in ways 

that make a difference to their wellbeing. 

 

What is community development? 

 

Community development is the practice which is guided by core principles 

which enable a community to build their capacity to determine and prioritise 

their own needs and aspirations, develop their own responses to these needs, 

and become empowered through this process. It is based on a collective effort, 

not an individual one. As Kenny (2011, p. 7) describes, community 

development helps communities to identify strengths, issues and needs as they 

themselves see them. So, this involves genuine participation by community 

members in the decisions that affect them. We start building our community in 

our neighbourhoods by using our, skills and capacities. The focus is on the 

strengths not the deficiencies from the offset and this is the underlying 

philosophy of asset-based community development (McKnight 2013, p.3). 

 

This process views community in terms of its strengths and opportunities and 

by identifying its own resources or assets, like the local neighbourhood house 

or community centre.  Social relationships and social capital, in addition to its 
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local residents, and the sum of their individual skills can create positive change. 

Importantly, as Altschuld etal states (2014, p.91) community is in control or 

has significant influence on the process, and determines how it will utilises its 

assets, strengths, and resources. Engaging in asset-based community 

development can help groups to proceed forward, becoming more resilient via 

internal leadership. 

 

Community development is a collective effort not an individual one, and its 

processes enable citizens or members of a community to work towards 

representation of all voices, especially those most vulnerable. Freire describes 

(1990, p.55) how the community can challenge existing power structures in 

order to achieve transformative change through revolutionary leadership, 

establishing ongoing dialogue with the those marginalised. Enabling 

community to actively participate in decision making collectively enables them 

to challenge broader power structures. 

 

Neighbourhood houses and community centres 

 

NHCCs are not-for-profit organisations that bring people together to form a 

community space and a sense of belonging, to nurture collective processes 

through active participation, volunteering and inclusivity. The Australian 

Neighbourhood Houses and Centres (ANHCA) report states (ANHCA 2011, 

p.1) that no one house or centre is the same in the way it delivers but they share 

http://anhca.nigelsim.org/content/publications
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the underpinning philosophy and practice of community development, their 

ability to engage and have trust with their local communities. They are 

responsive to community need and they have knowledge and “grass roots” 

experience within their communities. 

 

There is a small but compelling literature which demonstrates the valued role 

that NHCCs play in improving the wellbeing of communities through social, 

environmental, economic and political channels. McKnight (2013, p.18) refers 

to NHCCs as key assets that communities can utilise to bring people together 

for projects which build their capacity to achieve their aspirations for their 

community.  

 

Additionally, NHCCs utilise strengths-based models and advocacy for local 

residents, and are valued for their skills and contributions to local solutions. Ife 

asserts (2002, p.165) the role of the NHCC to any community is important in 

enabling members to come together to form relationships. However, for 

NHCCs to be effective, local people must have control over the operation and 

available resources. Unfortunately, there is insufficient literature which focuses 

on the impacts of the current funding approaches specifically on NHCCs in 

Southeast Queensland from the viewpoint of NHCCs and community members 

themselves. This research aims to contribute to improving our understanding of 

the funding impacts specifically from the viewpoint of staff and committee 

members of NHCCs. 
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NHCCs are governed by Committees or Boards of Governance and may have 

large volunteer bases. They collaborate extensively within the local community 

to provide additional activities and services (often unfunded). As the ANHCA 

report explains (ANHCA 2011, p.14), these partnerships are intrinsic to the 

way they work and survive, extend across the three tiers of government, as well 

as other small and large non-government organisations and businesses. Rooney 

(2011, p.213) refers to this when describing not only funder to organisation 

relationships but the collaborative  relationships that take place in a  

community for specific programs or projects, especially for educational 

outcomes.  

 

In the Catalysts for Community Action and Investment report (NEF Consulting 

2010, p.48), there is evidence to strongly suggest that community development 

activities provide good social return on the investment made by government. 

The social and economic value that is created, both for the local community 

and government institutions, has overall improvement in community wellbeing. 

A common outcomes framework of wellbeing is used as the method to measure 

the value of community development work, and this could be considered as an 

alternative to the current funding model.  

 

 

 

 

http://anhca.nigelsim.org/content/publications
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How does community intersect with NHCCs? 

 

NHCCs identify with a key geographic location. As Rooney (2011, p.212) 

explains, a strong identification within a particular geographical area entails 

that centres do not simply exist, or do, rather, they exist (and do) somewhere in 

particular, and this matters to people. NHCCs work in local areas, building 

capacity for community participation, well-being, resilience and social 

cohesion. Ife describes (2002, p.165) how houses and centres are places that 

play vital roles in enabling community development processes to take place as 

well as a location where members can informally meet, recreate and access 

sought after services like childcare, education, volunteering opportunities, 

information and referral. 

 

We can then summarise that NHCCs are local assets in which community can 

gather, build capacity, be responsive to local need and sustain social connection.  

Through the unique model of participation, the local NHCC has an ability to 

engage those most vulnerable, with houses and centres remaining a key access 

point for many marginalised people to participate more fully in community life 

(ANHCA 2011, p. 18). Therefore, every house/centre responds uniquely to 

their local community, depending on local need and context to improve 

community wellbeing, because they have local knowledge, and they maintain 

key partnerships that resource their community.  

 

http://anhca.nigelsim.org/content/publications
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McKnight (2013, p.17) emphasises, community assets are those components 

which assist relationship-building or connecting such as the NHCC which 

nurtures this process. More importantly, those on the edge of community or 

more disadvantaged are more likely to be engaged through this asset. Without 

such an asset, they are likely to be pushed further out of community, becoming 

disconnected and socially isolated, rather than having their strengths recognised 

and valued. 

 

Fundamental to this is that activities and services are not prescribed from the 

onset but rather in response as local issues, needs and opportunities emerge. As 

Rooney describes,  

…local solutions can be created to address the idiosyncrasies of issues 

in ways that universal solutions cannot so that even while an inability to 

define centres and their work is seen by some as a weakness, the 

ambiguity can also be understood as a strength (2011, p 221).  

This poses a challenge under the current funding model which favours 

quantitative measures in reporting and accountability frameworks. 

 

The current funding model to NHCCs in Queensland does not acknowledge 

and reflect the extent of the role they play in improving community wellbeing.  

New public management style funding models do not acknowledge that 

infrastructure developed by NHCCs is a crucial community asset that can be 

tapped into when responding to local opportunities, needs or crises (Humpage 
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2005, p.1). There are strategic opportunities in which NHCCs could play a 

significant role in partnering with both state and local governments in 

achieving community capacity building and sustainable development goals. 

However, this would require increased funding, an understanding of the value 

local expertise brings, and the crucial role the sector performs in maintaining 

partnerships across communities (Humpage 2005, p.2).  

 

Current trends in funding of community services are showing declines in 

community development models of working, and thus significant decreases in 

funding for NHCCs. The number of workers with the expertise to support and 

supervise community development work seems to be diminishing, and the 

funding for such work is all but gone (Warrell and Ingamells 2014, p.99). 

Currently NHCCs compete for government funding to deliver programs and 

services reflective of individualised human service type models. The current 

funding approach is a narrow analysis of human need, driven by contemporary 

funding priorities which are contrary to the wisdom, local knowledge, 

experience, evidence and ethics of community development work (Warrell and 

Ingamells 2014, p.92). Therefore, this is likely to lead communities to deeper 

forms of vulnerability. If the current system does not work effectively for 

community, then what is the alternative? Ife considers evidence (2002, p.91) 

that we can consider which points to community based solutions where 

community development can be this alternative, and be very powerful in 

addressing many social problems in today’s society. 
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Methodology 

 

We now discuss the methodology that was used in this research by discussing 

the specific philosophical and theoretical lens utilised. This research adopts the 

transformative paradigm which is underpinned by social justice principles and 

power dynamics that exist in society to maintain or perpetuate inequality. 

Mertens emphasises (2011, p.170) that knowledge is constructed within a 

context of power and privilege, and that the relationship between researcher 

and community needs to be built on trust and respect. 

 

Cultural competence is a key focus required with this approach to understand 

worldviews differing from the researcher’s own views but also to deepen 

understanding, nurture subjectiveness, flexibility, and consistently apply self-

reflection when working with communities. Chilisa emphasises that “culturally 

sensitive and responsive behaviour requires the researcher to be flexible, 

creative, patient, respectful and willing to listen and be taught” (2012, p.237). 

 

Using the transformative approach the participants have the potential to achieve 

steps towards influencing some form of change within an advocacy context 

field.  This is an ongoing process by NHCCs as they continue to work towards 

influencing positive change. I applied continual self-reflection and active 

listening during the interviews to ensure my position of power and privilege did 

not discourage the participants from expressing themselves as much as they 
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desired. I have observed that recognition of NHCC voices in Southeast 

Queensland in response to the current funding climate have seldom been 

represented using a transformative approach. By using this approach I aimed to 

explore my primary research question: 

 

What approaches are NHCCs in Southeast Queensland taking to adapt 

and survive under the current funding agenda? 

 

To answer this question, my research has focused on several underlying 

questions which consider the significance of NHCCs in improving community 

connectedness and wellbeing, and the challenges and opportunities facing 

NHCCs under current government funding models. I also discuss how current 

funding models have changed programs which are delivered. Actions that 

NHCCs are taking to adapt to this funding model and what impacts this is 

having on organisational goals or outcomes will be explored. Finally, we also 

need to consider the role of NHCCs in today's society. 

 

To explore these questions, I conducted the foregoing literature review, which 

demonstrated the role of NHCCs in today’s society and the current funding 

model which impacts upon them. I also interviewed a total of nine 

representatives from four NHCCs in Southeast Queensland about how the 

current funding model impacts on their role in communities. These participants 

consisted of members of both staff and committees. Dialogue and participatory 
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approaches were the key methods used which enabled flexibility, adaptability, 

responsiveness and self-reflection by the researcher with the participants to 

inform the research process. This method can enable participants to identify 

issues of most importance, and focus on strengths along with issues (Chilisa 

2012, p.231). 

 

Participants were therefore encouraged to provide responses to interview 

questions, however, the approach enabled opportunities for participants to 

provide contributions they saw as relevant, which appropriately reflected their 

views and experiences.  A constant process of self-reflection by the researcher 

to nurture genuine representation participants’ views ensued. This critical 

reflection is fundamental when the researcher is interpreting results and 

drawing conclusions and is referred to as an action research approach (Chilisa 

2012, p. 227).  

 

It must be noted this project is limited in scope, and represents views and 

experiences of staff and board members from a small number of organisations. 

It presents the impacts of changes to funding models from their perspective, 

and based on their practical experience. Further largescale research needs to be 

conducted to verify the preliminary findings of this project more broadly. In 

particular, an impact assessment could be conducted to investigate how 

changes to funding have translated into altered services and in turn how this 

has affected community members. Finally, this research does not explore how 
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the funding has impacted service users/community members and so further 

research would be required to explore this area. 

 

Findings 

 

The interview responses indicated many commonalities in views on the current 

funding climate, and how this impact on the role NHCCs play in today’s 

society. Common themes emerged from the interview responses as follows. 

 

The current Queensland State Government funding body requires reporting of 

outcomes, largely quantitative in style. This is a time consuming activity, 

taking staff time away from program delivery. These requirements impact on 

how responsive the organisation is to emerging local needs. All participants 

indicated that reporting outcomes-only was not reflective of the value of what 

they actually deliver. An example provided was the significant contribution the 

organisation’s volunteer-base makes to projects and activities that deliver 

genuine and sustainable wellbeing outcomes for their local community.  

 

One organisation spoke of an unfunded seniors and pets program, coordinated 

by volunteers. This program has reduced social isolation for older people in the 

community. However, it is not funded despite significantly influencing 

improved wellbeing, compared with programs that do receive specific funding 
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for seniors. Furthermore, the quantitative reporting measurements are not 

always accurate. As one interviewee stated  

 

“they can be easily fudged with no value to measurement at all”.  

 

One interviewee explained how someone is ‘counted’ as ringing the centre for 

information. Yet that same person connecting an unfunded volunteer activity or 

program regularly within the centre and community is undervalued, despite 

demonstrating improved wellbeing. 

 

Current funding focuses on individualised, clinical and service delivery 

approaches. Participants spoke of how their methodologies and approaches 

which are collective in nature, underpinned by developmental processes, are 

different from top-down, service delivery styles, that focuses on the individual, 

rather than the way an individual exists in their local community context. 

 

One organisation cited an example in which a family was devastated by an 

event. Instead of local people accessing the funded individual case 

management services for support and recovery, they came to the centre to 

gather with others, collaborate, and respond to the local incident with a united, 

collective and capacity building response. This created an atmosphere of 

resilience because it was the way the community chose to respond and recover. 

This required volunteerism and trusting relationships built between services 
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which have been sustained through the centre acting as the space where people 

continue to gather. 

 

Localised models of funding have shifted to regional models. Larger 

organisations with the administrative and financial capacity to win tenders are 

delivering services and activities which do not necessarily reflect local need. 

One participant commented 

 

“The larger organisations that are not even from here have no idea of 

local context, relationships or history. We recognise that funding single 

small organisations in every local centre is no longer feasible, but the 

model could be better if local partnerships between organisations 

received the funding who has the relationships and the local 

knowledge”.  

 

Amongst interviewees from smaller organisations, the commonality was that 

grassroots, local, member-driven models of response are challenged under the 

current funding climate, which have either merged, or adapted in response. One 

organisation mentioned that in order to remain responsive and flexible to 

community needs they collaborated with two other local neighbourhood centres 

to craft a cooperative model, in which member organisations are better 

equipped to compete for funding, but are still able to support and distribute 
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resources according to local needs. This could be considered a positive 

outcome in which the organisation has responded with an innovative approach. 

 

The interviewees explained how this has enabled them to continue applying 

development-style approaches to their communities, allowing for flexibility 

required to meet ongoing community needs and priorities, and fundamentally 

to maintain local identity. One organisation took another approach, merging 

with a larger organisation, which also took over another neighbourhood centre 

in order to become one entity. This was described as an ‘enabling model’ 

which saw a shift to company limited by guarantee status, and a shift from a 

member-driven model of governance to a more executive model of functioning. 

This enabled greater legal and financial capacity when competing for funding. 

Interviewees suggested this transition was perceived both positively and 

negatively by local communities involved in that some members felt that they 

could be losing their local identity but others viewed it as a positive move to 

ensure survival or progression. 

 

The funding is now very targeted, for example, domestic violence, mental 

health etc. as opposed to providing holistic program funding to centres, which 

they can then determine how to distribute to assist communities in response to 

emerging needs and priorities. An example provided by one interviewee 

suggested the centre is able to support people to connect and belong to their 

local community, and if a specific interest or specialist need arises from that 
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relationship or connection, then the centre can be more targeted with the 

specialist response. However this targeted funding is also dictated to the 

organisation with negative effects. One interviewee described this as a 

 

“targeted funding approach as flavour of the month, like a focus 

towards seniors or those with disabilities, and this can also be 

politically driven”.  

 

Comments also pointed out the effects on community in terms of inconsistency 

if a program is suddenly defunded. Additionally, community may have an 

expectation or need which does not meet the targeted funding criteria, despite 

the community expressing this as a priority. This is not recognised in current 

funding models, and interviewees suggested this may be because funding is 

easier to manage with standardised approaches, even though the effectiveness 

of this approach is questionable. 

 

All the organisations spoke of current funding models not acknowledging the 

full value that NHCCs provide in facilitating local networks and partnerships 

that contribute to local community wellbeing. One participant from a small 

rural organisation spoke of how these crucial networks help reduce duplication, 

but also sustain trust and interdependency, which contributes to sustainability 

of the centre. They commented 
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 “we do so much with so little funding”. 

 

The interviewees also ignited discussion about structural challenges in the new 

funding climate in which NHCCs are finding it increasingly more competitive 

with the continuous drive for economic and efficiency outcomes. One example 

provided was the pressure to perform more with less money in a complex 

society with increasing social issues. One organisation commented that 

responding through building capacity and resilience within community is really 

what is needed, so people do not access services in silos. Furthermore, people 

are more likely to maintain a connection with NHCCs because they have a 

trusting relationship with the centre, and are then more likely desire access to a 

suite of support services, as well as activities which connect them with other 

local people for the long term. 

 

All the organisations agreed NHCCs are the ‘hub’ or ‘heart’ of the community 

and people are far more likely to access anything they need via the 

house/centre before going directly to a specialist service. Furthermore people 

are more likely to engage in a specialist service via the social inclusion 

programs in which they have first built a relationship. These are often unfunded, 

and are ones which require more resourcing, especially in the coordination of 

volunteers and facilitation of the activity. One participant commented  
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“Being out there working alongside people, they are the change they 

want to be; therefore they are more likely to improve their own 

wellbeing, rather than attending an appointment”. 

 

All the participants said they would simply not be able to have these activities 

if they did not have a strong and sustainable volunteer base representative of 

local residents. Again this is undervalued in current funding models. 

 

Analysis and Discussion  

 

The participants' contributions to this research identify key themes as described 

in the data presentation. Although the four participating organisations have 

differences in their models of operations and the amount of funding they 

receive, it can be summarised that they have two key program areas which they 

provide: service delivery (or specialist services), and community development, 

social inclusion or community capacity building activities. The majority of 

funding is allocated for service delivery, and the majority of community 

development activities are unfunded. The dominant themes that emerged from 

the research are as follows: 

1) Limitations in the current funding model to be responsive and flexible 
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There is increasing demand from the funding body to report on outcomes that 

are quantified with minimum focus on qualitative outcomes, produced as a 

result of community development processes. There is increasing pressure to 

produce more outcomes with less funding in an increasing complex society. 

There are concerns from NHCCs about the accountability measures being used 

by the funding body to measure effectiveness. Flexibility is required as goals 

may change overtime Programmes need to reflect this and the value of building 

community capability as an outcome in itself.  

 

There is current debate about how this could be done better with a shift in the 

way funding is focused, to enable NHCCs to be flexible and responsive to local 

need, as it arises. Johanson, Glow & Kershaw (2014, p.43) emphasises how a 

standardised system of measurement risks undervaluing an organisation’s 

capacity to respond to its highly context specific needs. NHCCs are currently 

restricted in having autonomy in distributing funding in response to priority 

and need, locally, as it emerges.  

 

2) Competitive nature of funding 

 

The competitive nature of funding has impacted small local organisations in 

that they cannot compete with larger organisations (outside of the local area) 

for tender. This impacts on the services delivered, and cannot be responsive to 

local need. This places increasing pressure on the smaller local organisations to 
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accommodate the larger externally-funded organisations that work in the area, 

with no extra resources. The new public management approach has led to the 

rationalisation of funding and governments prioritise dealing with one large 

service provider covering a whole region as opposed to small providers 

(Warrell and Ingamells 2014, p.24).  

 

For NHCCs in Southeast Queensland this has changed their structure and 

operation, and the level of autonomy in which they can respond to local 

community need. As Warrell and Ingamells observe (2014, p.24) some are 

expanding by acquiring more programs and more funds, where others are 

shrinking or losing their funding. This means organisations that grew out of 

locally-driven initiatives are especially at risk of losing funding. 

 

Local people connect with NHCCs because of well established relationships 

and trust that larger organisations with funding do not have, resulting in 

NHCCs doing ‘more with less’. Russell (2009, p.1) argues that the service 

delivery approaches are reducing community members to a  position of passive 

recipients of state funded services, which in turn creates more dependency than 

empowerment. Ultimately in the long term, this will cost governments more 

money as society becomes more complex and thus dependency increases.  

 

Empowerment can be achieved through asset-based community development 

approaches, in which citizens can make decisions and lead change, but this 
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requires a significant change by funding bodies to appropriately resource and 

prioritise this approach. Fundamentally this means a change in needs analysis 

and service delivery design from the offset to a strengths-based, community 

capacity-building and citizen-led approach. 

 

Current trends towards merging smaller organisations (noted above) have 

produced both challenges and opportunities, including a period of somewhat 

challenging transition with local communities. A cooperative model is also in 

existence in which small local neighbourhood centres in a region have been 

able to remain open and responsive to each of their local contexts to retain 

identity and local autonomy. This has also proven challenging, as the vehicle 

and resourcing to drive this type of operational model is not sufficient.  

 

3) Funding bodies need to recognise and value the significance of community 

development approaches to community wellbeing 

 

All the participating organisations carry out community development activities 

and projects. The focus of these activities is driven by process, not what the end 

outcome will be, with process and practice underpinned by values such as 

solidarity, interdependency, collectiveness, trust and relationship-building. 

Funders need to prioritise this need for community autonomy to lead their own 

development. As Ife describes (2002, p.95) human services programs and 

workers need to be accountable to the community, and prepared to accept that 
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the community knows best when determining what services or resources they 

require. 

 

These programs are mostly unfunded, and rely solely or heavily on local 

volunteers. The coordination and resourcing of volunteer programs is 

recognised as being fundamental to delivering these activities, and this is 

undervalued by the funding body. It is also not acknowledged for its significant 

contribution to community wellbeing. Lenette and Ingamells (2015, p.99) 

emphasise how the ramifications of governments’ decreasing funding to 

organisations has led to competition for service delivery funds, and therefore 

organisations become less representative of the communities they seek to serve, 

with more constrained resources , and contracts reduced to a narrow range of 

outcomes. 

 

The majority of local people in need of services or just wanting a local place to 

belong connect through NHCCs first, before anywhere else. Ife refers (2002, 

p.91) to the example of juvenile justice programs and how a community setting 

can significantly reduce loneliness and mental health which can have influence 

on the behaviour of young people. Furthermore, transformational processes that 

take place for individuals in improving their own wellbeing are more likely to 

take place through the community development activities as opposed to the 

funded specialist programs. Lenette and Ingamells emphasise that “people’s 
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lives take shape and meaning from the networks, social processes and social 

structures they are part of” (2015, p.98).  

 

The reporting requirements of the current funding model are heavily focused 

on numbers of people accessing and receiving specialist services, not 

qualitative effectiveness of community development activities. Alternative 

qualitative reporting measures could be employed, which encapsulate the 

experience of community development programs and their benefits to 

community wellbeing. 

 

Ife discusses (2002, p.164) the importance of not relying heavily on service 

based models as they do not account for larger structural issues taking place. 

That is, community is a complex space and intersecting factors such as class, 

gender and race cannot be ignored. In short, service delivery models ignore 

these broader programming challenges. 

 

Conclusion  

 

The research question was answered to the degree that NHCCs gave examples 

of approaches they have taken to adapt and survive under the current funding 

model. Further research is required to explore these examples in greater detail 

to fully understand the models of operation and their impacts on NHCCs. 

However, the research has opened a small but revealing window into the 
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impact of the current government funding agenda on a number of NHCCs in 

Southeast Queensland.  

 

NHCCs provide specialist services and engage in community development 

programs with a significant focus on the development of collectiveness and 

trust. This later function  

- enables NHCCs to act as an entry point to the provision more specific 

services, particularly for vulnerable community members 

- builds community resilience of benefit in times of crisis 

-establishes a base of volunteers within the community 

-fosters local links with a wide range of organisations operating in the local and 

wider areas. 

-sets up the NHCC as a hub for flexible responses to emerging community 

needs  

 

However such community development achievements are being impacted 

negatively by the current government funding model. Funding now favours 

inflexible, targeted service provision in externally-determined areas, with 

easily-measureable quantitative outcomes. Under such models the emphasis is 

on individuals and self-reliance rather than the interdependence fostered by 

NHCCs.  
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In addition, NHCCs are typically small organisations and now have to compete 

for funding with a wide range of larger organisations often external to the local 

area.  

 

Together, the limited resources that can be put by these small organisations 

towards funding applications and continuous outcome reporting, and the less-

targeted nature of many traditional NHCCs undertakings, have resulted in a 

decrease in funding obtained.  

 

Broader operations of NHCCs have been curtailed due to the overall decrease 

in funding, the stipulation of narrow areas in which any funding successfully 

obtained must be deployed, and the requirement of staff to spend time reporting 

back to funding bodies.  Further debate is needed to consider what alternative 

funding models and reporting measures could be considered.  

 

The interviewed NHCCs responses to such challenges include formal 

collaboration with other NHCCs, and merging with a larger organisation. This 

has increased their competitiveness in the funding application process while 

allowing them to remain active in their local communities.  

 

Further participatory research with a larger cohort of NHCCs and their 

respective community members.in Southeast Queensland would enable us to 
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verify more broadly the impacts of the current funding model and explore their 

adaptive responses.   
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Appendix A 

 

Interview questions 

 

With the current funding climate, what significance do you think 

neighbourhood houses and community centres have in improving community 

connectedness and wellbeing? And what do you think needs to change or 

continue?  

 

What do you think are the challenges and opportunities for neighbourhood 

houses and community centres under the current government funding models?  

 

How do you think the current funding model has changed the way you deliver 

programs? and how is this different from what you used to deliver? 

 

What actions is your neighbourhood house or community centre taking to adapt 

to this funding model? and what impact is this having on organisational goals 

or outcomes? 

 

What do you think is the role of neighbourhood centres in today's society? 

 

 

 


	We can then summarise that NHCCs are local assets in which community can gather, build capacity, be responsive to local need and sustain social connection.  Through the unique model of participation, the local NHCC has an ability to engage those most ...

