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1.	Commissioning
Commissioning is a new way of designing, funding, and delivering a fit for purpose human services system within the ACT. It is a methodology that ensures our system, and the services and programs within it, are meeting the needs of our community.
By working together through Commissioning, we will ensure our human services system is meeting the identified needs of Canberrans. The ACT Government has been working towards fully implementing the intent of commissioning with the aim that Commissioning will transform our human services system and the relationships, services, and programs within it to: 
Better respond to community need, both existing and emerging, through increased flexibility and opportunities for innovation.
Improve integration across the service systems to support seamless and holistic care, and transitions between services. 
Reduce pressure on our hospitals and other crisis services, such as homelessness or statutory services for children, young people, and families, by prioritising prevention and early support. 
Improve equity in health and life outcomes for priority population groups, through commissioning decisions made about where and how to focus support.
Improve sector sustainability through closer partnerships and better understanding the needs of our service delivery partners.
Together, through the development of our Commissioning Approach, we identified our guiding principles. These principles aim to guide our behaviour and have underpinned each phase of commissioning. Importantly, they identify areas where we need to strengthen commissioning practice and experience. They are: 
Purpose driven: We are guided by shared outcomes, with a focus on problem solving and solutions, ensuring this work provides value to all stakeholders.
Relationship focused: We have just relationships which are based on commitments to respect, trust, care, concern, and dignity.
Recognising complexity: We develop understanding and solutions that respond to the dynamic and interconnected nature of complex problems and systems.
Inclusive collaboration: We effectively engage diverse participants in genuinely inclusive processes.
Communicative: We engage in real dialogue. Our communication is grounded in genuinely listening and responding to the voices of all stakeholders.
Deliberative: We move away from traditional power imbalances toward shared decision-making processes informed by evidence, as well as other Territory strategies and plans.
Contextual and flexible: There is no single way to go about commissioning. Each interaction will respond to complexity, cultural practices, safety, context, and the breadth of issues at hand.
Value time and resources: We are respectful of competing priorities and the need to use time and resources wisely.
Shared commitment: We commit to meaningful change and learning through experience.

2.	Report purpose
While we began commissioning with a focus on existing funding streams, it has always been the intention to move to commissioning of systems and sectors. There are three main Commissioning streams at this stage that will impact community based services to support children, young people and families (Child, Youth and Family Service System). These are: 
Raising the Minimum age of Criminal Responsibility (MACR)
Child, Youth and Family Services Program (CYFSP); and
Child Protection, Out of Home Care and Support Services. 
We intend to progress commissioning across the Child, Youth and Family Support System in a more integrated way.  
This means:
engagement activities will be about the whole Child, Youth and Family Support System – the full spectrum of government and non-government services – while at times they may have a greater focus on an individual element, the information will be shared across processes;
design of secondary services will be informed by the design phase already completed for the tertiary system;
opportunities for joint activities – such as joint governance, shared training – will be sought; and 
commissioning will be the mechanism to shape the support system to respond to new challenges and policy directions, such as raising the Minimum Age of Criminal Responsibility and changes to the Children and Young People Act 2008; 
This combined insight report sets out what the Community Service Directorate has heard across commissioning streams and outlines the alignment of these insights and how these are informing the future state of the children, youth and families service system. 


3.	Reform landscape
The ACT Government is reforming child, youth and family services to ensure we strengthen families and keep children and young people safe and connected. The reform is focused on early support for children, young people and their families to facilitate positive life outcomes and ensure long-term wellbeing for our community.
[bookmark: _Toc149920352][bookmark: _Toc150416678][bookmark: _Toc150422150][bookmark: _Toc152683317]Next Step for Our Kids:
Next Steps aims to recast the child protection and out of home care system from child protection to family support by shifting investment to the front end of the system in order to prevent and minimise entries to care and deliver earlier support for families. The Strategy prioritises:
reducing the over-representation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people by keeping them at home with their families and community; 
establishing a therapeutic, trauma-informed system augmented by restorative practices and the embedding of Cultural Safety, trauma aware and healing informed principles and practices; 
implementing a diverse and inclusive system for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people with disability, people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds and LGBTIQ+ people; and
maintaining permanency pathways to keep families together, and transitioning children and young people into permanent alternative homes through Enduring Parental Responsibility Orders or Adoption when they cannot return to their families safely.
This reform program is guided by a set of shared principles that will establish how government agencies interact with service providers and service users.
Child, youth and family centred: ensures that the voices of children, young people and families are a central part of all decision making and that the service system is sensitive to their needs.
Evidence led: requires services to be based on current evidence around best practices in child and youth protection and early family support.
Restorative: recognises that respectful relationships are central to people’s wellbeing and works with families to help them achieve their goals.
Dignity driven: understands the importance of individual agency and autonomy and supports children, young people and families engaged with the system to share power and decision making. 
Trauma informed: addresses the impact of cumulative trauma on children, young people, parents and carers engaged with the child protection system and ensures that service providers use trauma-informed interventions. 
Culturally safe: provides children, young people and families with services that are sensitive and supportive to the needs of their culture.
Disability informed: takes a strength-based approach to working with children, young people and families living with disability and mental health challenges.
Accountable: helps to build trust in government agencies by ensuring fair, transparent, and accountable decision making.
Next Steps aims to address several key challenges continuing after the implementation of A Step Up, including the overrepresentation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in out of home care, poorer life outcomes for young people transitioning out of care, and increasing complexity of the needs of children and young people entering into care. 
These challenges will be addressed by 68 Reform Actions and Priority Initiatives across the following 6 Domains: 
Our Booris, Our Way: addressing the overrepresentation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in out of home care. 
Trust and Transparency: improving decision making, engagement and transparency.
Strengthening Families: providing earlier support for families when they need it.
Trauma Responsive and Restorative Practice: working in a restorative way for better outcomes.
Partnering with the Community: ensuring a joined-up system of child, youth and family services.
Continuum of Support:  working together to ensure supports wrap around children and young people for smoother life transitions.
For further information about this ongoing program of reform, please see the Next Steps for Our Kids Strategy (2022 – 2030).
[bookmark: _Toc149920353][bookmark: _Toc150416679][bookmark: _Toc150422151][bookmark: _Toc152683318][bookmark: _Toc149920354][bookmark: _Toc150416680]Commissioning of the Child, Youth and Family Services Program (CYFSP)
The current CYFSP is designed to assist vulnerable children, young people and their families through a broad range of non-statutory, non-government support services. 
Much has changed since 2012 when we last undertook a comprehensive re-design of the CYFSP, including the introduction of a number of the reforms outlined in this paper. By commissioning the CYFSP we aim to ensure the future CYFSP deliver a flexible service that knows when, where and how to provide support to children, young people and families - that collaboratively builds their strength and wellbeing as early as possible when they face challenges.
[bookmark: _Toc150422152][bookmark: _Toc152683319]Raising the Minimum Age of Criminal Responsibility
The ACT is among the first Australian jurisdictions to raise the minimum age of criminal responsibility from 10 to 12 years of age and is the first to commit to raising it further to 14 on 1 June 2025. This has prompted a reform of service responses in the ACT for children and young people who engage in, or are at risk of engaging in, harmful behaviours.
A key reform includes the establishment of the Therapeutic Support Panel, a multi-disciplinary group of specialists who will draw on their skills, networks and expertise to pull levers and develop alternative approaches to support children, young people and their families. Working alongside a dedicated team of caseworkers, they will develop and deliver voluntary therapy plans, aiming to interrupt the course of harmful behaviours and address the underlying causes of harmful behaviour.
Over the coming years, the ACT Government and the community services sector will require significant development to ensure there is sufficient capacity and capability to provide what is needed, along with improving systems of data collection and evaluation to understand the current landscape and inform future reform and growth. Ongoing work to redesign the service system to better support children, young people and families will occur concurrent with commissioning and other reforms, creating an integrated service system.
[bookmark: _Toc149920355][bookmark: _Toc150416681][bookmark: _Toc150422153][bookmark: _Toc152683320]Our Booris Our Way
The Our Booris Our Way review commenced in February 2018 after the Family Matters report, released in 2017, found that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children in the ACT were twelve times more likely to be in out of home care than other groups of children.
The five elements of the Review were community engagement, case file reviews, interviews, public submissions and data analysis. From the insight gained through this work, the Our Booris Our Way Steering Committee made 28 interim and final recommendations to the ACT Government.
Recommendation 9 of the Our Booris Our Way review expresses the need to ensure the availability of Early Support Programs that provide positive support to families, early and during voluntary engagement with the child protection system including parenting programs, child development services, cultural groups and play opportunities, wrap-around services that support participation in education.
The Future CYFSP is well placed to contribute to this recommendation and will need to include flexible early support options that are culturally safe and inclusive of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families who in need of support are wrap-around services. 
[bookmark: _Toc149920356][bookmark: _Toc150416682][bookmark: _Toc150422154][bookmark: _Toc152683321]Changing the Children and Young People Act 2008
Legislative change is a foundational element of the ACT government’s plan for reform and modernising the Children and Young People Act 2008 is a priority action under Next Steps for Our Kids 2022-2030 (Next Steps). 
This work commenced with the introduction of the Children and Young People Amendment Bill 1 2023 (Bill 1) to the ACT Legislative Assembly in August 2023. 
Subject to passage and commencement, Bill 1 will enable the ACT’s child protection system to provide better and earlier support to families at risk. It will also start the process of fully embedding the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Child Placement Principle into legislation, implementing a key recommendation of the Our Booris, Our Way review.
For further information about this ongoing program of reform, please see https://yoursayconversations.act.gov.au/changing-cyp-act-2008-stage-2 
[bookmark: _Toc149920357][bookmark: _Toc150416683][bookmark: _Toc150422155][bookmark: _Toc152683322]The Child and Family Network
CSD is in the process of developing the Child and Family Network (CFN) with Early Years Working Group (EYWG) providing oversight. 
The CFN is intended to join up the efforts between and across government and community providers to deliver a coordinated mechanism to support partnership and multi-agency early support responses and services for children and families. 
The CRN will be informed by, and support the delivery of, a range of existing policies and strategies. It will also draw on evidence and research to establish positive outcome targets and practical actions to achieve them. 
Delivering this commitment requires a coordinated and collaborative effort between and within the ACT Government, the sector and our community. Taking an open view of contemporary, best practice approaches will support the ACT to establish a more effective and efficient service network.
the role of the CFN will include identifying existing services and gaps in the service system, which will support building pathways to support, service quality, and service capability.  
The implementation of the CFN will be iterative and gradual.  Taking a try, test and learn approach to implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc149920358][bookmark: _Toc150416684][bookmark: _Toc150422156][bookmark: _Toc152683323]Best Start Strategy 
Best Start aims to improve outcomes for Canberra’s children by establishing a supportive environment in the critical developmental time between conception and a child’s second birthday. Best Start is inclusive of all families raising and caring for children, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander families. Best Start aims to support families with diverse needs and experiences to have every opportunity to give their child the best start in life. A consultation process was undertaken with people with lived experience to inform what needed to be included in the Strategy, the goals to aim for and what actions should be included in the Best Start Action Plan. 
[bookmark: _Toc149920359][bookmark: _Toc150416685][bookmark: _Toc150422157][bookmark: _Toc152683324]Broader reforms that impact children, young people and families
In addition to the above reforms, the Child, Youth, and Family Services space in the ACT intersects with a broad range of other reforms and priorities that shape the landscape of support for diverse communities. Service design for Child, Youth, and Family must take into account several key initiatives, each with its unique objectives, and collectively working towards enhancing the well-being of children, young people, and families.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Policy and Reform:
The ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Agreement 2019-2028 encompasses objectives like ensuring safety for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people, preserving cultural integrity, and fostering an inclusive community. These reforms stress the importance of cultural sensitivity and recognition.
The National Agreement on Closing the Gap has been built around four Priority Reforms that have been directly informed by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. These reforms are central to the way we as government we need to work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and communities. The four Priority Reforms are: 
Formal Partnerships and Shared Decision Making
Building the Community-Controlled Sector 
Transforming Government Organisations
Shared Access to Data and Information at a Regional Level 
Early Childhood and Education Policy and Reform:
The Set up for Success: An Early Childhood Strategy for the ACT outlines plans to expand transition processes, develop a measurement framework for early childhood development, and enhance multi-agency support services for very young children. The Future of Education Strategy further promotes strong partnerships between schools, community agencies, and families, with a focus on early intervention.
LGBTQIA+ Policy and Reform:
The Capital of Equality Strategy aims to foster understanding, improve community support, and ensure equal rights for LGBTQI+ individuals. Inclusive data collection plays a vital role in this reform agenda.
Culturally and Linguistically Diverse/Multicultural Policy and Reform:
ACT as a welcoming city emphasises diversity and inclusion, with a commitment to breaking down barriers and fostering respectful, fair, and sustainable communities. The Multicultural Recognition Act highlights the importance of mutual respect and freedom to express cultural and religious identity.
Housing and Homelessness Policy and Reform:
The ACT Housing Strategy prioritises early intervention and intergenerational impact reduction, targeting support for young people, especially those escaping domestic violence. An integrated and coordinated human services system is central to this reform.
Disability Policy and Reform:
The ACT government is developing a new 10 year ACT Disability Strategy to create a more welcoming and accessible community to improve the lives of the 80,000 Canberrans with disability. The ACT Disability Strategy will consolidate the ACT’s commitment to Australia’s Disability Strategy 2021–2031 and create actions and outcomes in our local community. Across the ACT Government there are a range of commitments being progressed to create better outcomes for people with disability and their families. These commitments include the development of an Inclusive Education Strategy, a Disability Health Strategy a Disability Employment Strategy and the second action plan for the Disability Justice Strategy 2019–2029. The ACT Disability Strategy will align these initiatives under a holistic framework and develop systemic actions across government.
In September 2023 the Royal Commission into Violence, Abuse, Neglect and Exploitation of People with Disability final report was released. The ACT Government has committed to working with the disability community and all levels of government, in all sectors, to develop an ACT Government response to this Report in which the recommendations will be examined in the context of the ACT. 
The Federal Minister for the National Disability Insurance Scheme announced a review of the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) in October 2022. The NDIS Review will look at the design, operations and sustainability of the NDIS. It will also look at ways to make the market and workforce more responsive, supportive and sustainable.


4.	Insight and engagement summary
[bookmark: _Toc149920363][bookmark: _Toc150416689][bookmark: _Toc150422232][bookmark: _Toc152683326]Engagement Activities 
Together, we are reforming statutory and non-statutory services to improve the wellbeing of children, young people, and their families. Engagement activities with stakeholders across the child, youth and family support system has provided key insights and understanding that will inform how we can prioritise better outcomes for children, young people and families. 
Next Steps Focus Groups
CSD’s Next Steps Strategy and Implementation Branch hosted 14 focus groups from April to June 2023 to engage internal and external stakeholders and seek feedback and advice on the New Service System. Over 200 experts from the government and non-government sectors, as well as people with lived experience, contributed to these focus groups, and an additional 7 responses with detailed written submissions using the Next Steps for Our Kids 2022 – 2030 YourSay page. Representatives from the following agencies and organisations participated in the Next Steps focus groups:
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Lived Experience
ACT Government Children Youth and Families Leadership Group
ACT Government Children Youth and Families Staff
ACT Together
Anglicare NSW South, NSW West and ACT
Australian Childhood Foundation
Australian Childhood Trauma Group
Australian Red Cross
Barnardos Australia
The Benevolent Society
Capital Region Community Services
CatholicCare
Carers (Living / Lived Experience)
Carers ACT
Children Australia Inc (trading as OzChild)
Families ACT
Focus ACT Ltd
Karinya House for Mother and Babies
Key Assets – The Children’s Service Provider Australia) Limited
Life Without Barriers
NAIDOC
Relationships Australia
Settlement Services International
Uniting NSW and ACT
Woden Community Service
Women’s Legal Centre ACT
Yerrabi Yurwang Child and Family Aboriginal Corporation
Youth Coalition of the ACT
Zest Care Australia
CYFSP Commissioning
Commissioning for the Child and Youth Family Support Program (CYFSP) commenced in mid-2022 with the release of the CYFSP Discovery Paper. Recognising the need for a deliberate and targeted engagement approach due to the amount of concurrent commissioning processes, the CYFSP Directors group recommended the establishment of an Engagement and Collaboration Working Group. This group brought together government and community partners to design the CYFSP Engagement and Collaboration Plan, guiding the activities, sequence, and stakeholders involved.
During the strategise and design phases of the CYFSP commissioning process, CSD engaged 348 stakeholders across ten activities, including nine face-to-face activities and three online surveys. These participants represented diverse backgrounds, including individuals with lived experience, community organisation representatives, and government officials.
	Stakeholder Group
	Face to Face Activity
	Survey

	People with Lived experience 
	8
	69

	Community Partner Representative 
	127
	58

	Government Representative 
	61
	21

	Other (including Private Sector)
	0
	4


The engagement activates undertaken to date in this process are available here and provide a detailed look at the activities undertaken. 
MACR 
Consultations on raising the minimum age of criminal responsibility have been ongoing for a number of years. A position paper released in November 2022 reflected the feedback heard through earlier consultations and submissions and outlined how this reform would be implemented, key policy decisions already taken and what elements required further consultation. 
In addition, the ACT Government commissioned an independent review led by Emeritus Professor Morag McArthur in 2021. The review's Final Report identified service system changes to support children and young people when the minimum age is raised. All of this work directly contributed to the introduction of the amendment bill to the ACT Legislative Assembly in May 2023 and the ongoing service design work to support implementation. 
In response to the proposed legislated amendments, CSD hosted two workshops in July and August 2023 to provide an opportunity to collectively inform how the human services system might support the implementation of the alternative service response. This includes the effective operation of the Therapeutic Support Panel, whose remit is to provide a multi-disciplinary approach to addressing harmful behaviours for children and young people as a diversion path from youth justice. Over 50 organisations, both government and non-government attended across the two workshops and considered two discrete processes relating to the alternative service response to raising the minimum age of criminal responsibility – that is the referral to the Therapeutic Support Panel, and the interaction with the broader support system to whom the panel may refer. 
A full report of the workshops’ findings can be found here.
[bookmark: _Toc146706613][bookmark: _Toc146706614][bookmark: _Toc146706615][bookmark: _Toc146706616][bookmark: _Toc146706617][bookmark: _Toc146706618][bookmark: _Toc146706619][bookmark: _Toc146706620][bookmark: _Toc146706621][bookmark: _Toc146706622][bookmark: _Toc146706623][bookmark: _Toc146706624][bookmark: _Toc146706625][bookmark: _Toc146706626][bookmark: _Toc146706627][bookmark: _Toc146706628][bookmark: _Toc146706629][bookmark: _Toc146706630][bookmark: _Toc146706631][bookmark: _Toc146706632][bookmark: _Toc146706633][bookmark: _Toc146706634][bookmark: _Toc146706635][bookmark: _Toc146706636][bookmark: _Toc146706637][bookmark: _Toc146706638][bookmark: _Toc146706639][bookmark: _Toc146706640][bookmark: _Toc146706641][bookmark: _Toc146706642][bookmark: _Toc146706643][bookmark: _Toc149920364][bookmark: _Toc150416690][bookmark: _Toc150422233][bookmark: _Toc152683327]What we have heard 
[bookmark: _Toc149920365][bookmark: _Toc150416691][bookmark: _Toc150422234][bookmark: _Toc152683328]Understanding the sector landscape
The Commissioning of services for children, young people and families has identified the opportunity to better ensure that there is an integrated spectrum of support available to children, young people and families through greater connection. Consistent with the Next Steps for our Kids (Next Steps) , there needs to be a greater shift to focus on preventing children entering the statutory system.
Commissioning to date indicates there is already a spectrum of support activity occurring but that the interface between those and the statutory system is not always ideal. How the spectrum of support could look is included below. 
[bookmark: _Toc150416692][bookmark: _Toc150422235][bookmark: _Toc152683329]Support Spectrum – Prioritising Need 
[image: ]The Support Spectrum is characterised by three segments – Preventative Support, Targeted Support and Diversionary Support – that can be further broken down across eight zones.  Together they represent the full range of supports and services that work towards the shared outcomes of keeping children, young people and families safe and supporting them to achieve their potential. The types of supports and services reflected across this spectrum are defined as follows: 
	Preventative Support

	Universal
	Foundational supports for all children, young people and families regardless of their level of need. Universal supports build on existing strengths and promote positive outcomes, and typically includes general education, health services, community activities, and public resources available to everyone. This type of support recognises the inherent strengths and capabilities of individuals and families. Universal supports are offered to the entire population and do not require an assessment or referral.

	Selective
	This level of support is provided to a targeted group of children, young people and families who are identified as being at higher risk of requiring additional support. This type of support includes targeted programs and services that focus on specific issues known to impact cohorts or priority population groups.

	Indicated
	This level of support is provided to children, young people and families who are showing early signs of challenges or risks and aims to prevent further escalation of these issues. Indicated support includes targeted interventions and programs that are designed to address specific problems and prevent them from worsening, such as family counselling or mentoring. 

	Targeted Support

	Specialist Services  
	This level of support is provided to children, young people, and families who require more intensive and specialised interventions due to complex needs or circumstances. Specialist support includes intake, assessment, case management and referrals to specific programs or services that focus on building on individual and family strengths, such as skill-building or peer support groups

	Diversionary Support

	Targeted 
	This level of support is provided to children, young people and families who require more individualised support to address specific issues or challenges. Targeted support includes therapeutic support programs, such as counselling or therapy, that are tailored to meet the unique needs of the individual or family. 

	Intensive Support 
	This level of support is provided to children, young people and families who require highly specialised and intensive interventions due to highly complex and high-risk situations or risk of statutory system engagement. Intensive support includes wrap-around services, which involve a team of professionals working collaboratively to provide comprehensive and coordinated support to the individual or family.

	Statutory Engagement 
	This level of engagement includes those provided by child protection, youth justice and court ordered interventions. Statutory engagement with child protection primarily occurs as a result of information received relating to safety and wellbeing concerns for children and young people related to risk of significant harm. Engagement with youth Justice Services occurs if a young person is detained in custody or is subject to bail conditions, pre-sentencing requirements or community-based orders.


Services may be Preventative, Targeted or Diversionary or they may sit across more than one segment or zone. Additionally, services in the child, youth and family support system may have funding that comes from a range of sources to make a contribution to a comprehensive service system. Each funding source will have its own priorities and areas of responsibility within the support system that will influence the target population, types of services and outcomes to be achieved. The priority for services funded through CSD to support children, young people and families is to ensure children and young people in the ACT are safe, strong, connected and living their best life. 
[bookmark: _Toc149920366][bookmark: _Toc150416693][bookmark: _Toc150422236][bookmark: _Toc152683330]Insights 
Initially, these processes operated independently, but as Commissioning of the CYFSP, child protection, out of home care and support services and MACR engagements unfolded, a consistent and overarching theme became evident. To establish an effective and interconnected support system for children, young people, and families (Child Youth and Family Support System), the efforts undertaken within each of these processes must seamlessly align.
[bookmark: _Hlk145317155]The Next Steps strategy provides a platform on which we can do this. The development of Next Steps was guided by a set of principles to ensure the Child, youth and family support system is:
child, youth and family centred;
evidence led;
restorative;
dignity driven;
trauma responsive; 
culturally safe; 
disability informed; and 
accountable.
It's clear from the insights from across engagement activities that stakeholders share several key insights that align with the guiding principles of the Next Steps Strategy.
Child, Youth, and Family-Centred:
Stakeholders emphasise the importance of tailoring services to meet the unique needs of children, young people, and families.
They highlight the involvement of families as active participants in decision-making and promoting their strengths.
Stakeholders highlighted the need for a human service system that seamlessly connects including across Education, Health, and Justice. This interconnectedness is crucial for fostering an aligned and integrated approach ensuring the delivery of a well-balanced mix of services. This collaborative framework becomes especially vital for Child, Youth, and Family with complex or intersectional needs.
Evidence-Led:
Stakeholders emphasised the necessity for a greater shift towards programs grounded in robust evidence. This will enable the Child Youth and Family Support System to demonstrate the effectiveness of their proposed models, drawing from established research and best practices. It is imperative that they can illustrate how their approach aligns with the existing body of evidence. 
The insights from engagement activities underscore the importance of an outcomes-focused approach, where the impact of services on clients' wellbeing is measurable and evidence-driven. This commitment reflects a dedication to evidence-based practices and evaluation.
Insights included widespread support for harnessing data to inform the outcomes of the Child Youth and Family Service System. This highlights a collective aspiration to integrate data-driven decision-making and evidence-based strategies for continual improvement and effective resource allocation.
Restorative:
Stakeholders highlighted the importance of restoration services, aiming to provide support from the moment a child comes into contact with the statutory system and avoiding re-telling their story, aligning with a restorative approach.
Dignity-Driven:
insights share across processes had an emphasis on flexibility, collaboration, and involving families in decision-making, promoting a dignity-driven approach by respecting and valuing the dignity of clients.
Trauma-Responsive:
Stakeholders across processes shared a focus on mental health, trauma-informed care, and the holistic approach to client well-being indicates a commitment to being trauma-responsive.
Culturally Safe:
Stakeholders highlighted the need to ensure the child, youth and family support system is an environment where individuals in all their diversity feel respected, valued and safe.
Stakeholders emphasised the importance of self-determination for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, young people and families. 
Disability-Informed:
Stakeholders emphasised the importance of recognising and respecting the diverse needs and experiences of individuals with disabilities.
Stakeholders emphasised the need for flexibility and tailored support included the requirement for services to meet diverse needs including those of people with a disability. 
Accountable:
A System-Wide Performance Management Framework (PMF) was supported though engagement activities, emphasising transparency and accountability.
A strong theme across commissioning processes is the need for government to hold services accountable to the requirements set out in contracts and for contracts to be clearer regarding what is required of services. 
Additional insights highlight the importance of collaboration, effective communication, and the need for clear roles and responsibilities between government and non-government stakeholders, which are essential for accountability and coordinated service delivery.


5.	The future child, youth and families support system
[bookmark: _Toc149920404][bookmark: _Toc150416728][bookmark: _Toc150422238][bookmark: _Toc152683332]Bringing the statutory and non-statutory CYFS programs together 
Reform within Government: It’s not just the community sector that is reforming to achieve better outcomes for children, young people and families, the statutory system within government is evolving to better service the community; this includes moving further towards early support and diversion and away from “Child Protection” intervention; a greater focus on working with families and being “agents of change”; a new systems approach to practice, decision making, governance and continuous improvements; and clearly defined accountabilities and performance reporting system for key priorities and compliance requirements. 
Practice changes within the government statutory system will prioritise: 
Working with families
Cultural proficiency, with strong partnerships in the ACCO sector 
Creating an authorising environment for case works to be supported to make decisions. 
Embedding tools and resources to support consistent and improved decision making. 
The establishment of a practice framework to ensure role clarity and mandate. 
Being driven by evidence under the Next Steps for Our Kids Strategy. 
Shared Objectives: the CYFSP, MACR and OOHC and Child Protection reform agenda share common objectives of promoting the safety, well-being, and positive outcomes of children, young people, and families. Aligning these under the Next Steps reform agenda ensures that our combined efforts are directed towards achieving these shared goals, creating synergy and cohesion in the service delivery.
Integrated and Collaborative Approach: The CYFSP emphasises an integrated and collaborative service model, while the Next Steps reform agenda emphasises a joined-up system of child, youth, and family services. Aligning the CYFSP with this approach fosters collaboration and coordination among service providers, enabling seamless support for vulnerable children, young people, and families.
Early and Proactive Support: The CYFSP focuses on early and proactive support for vulnerable children and young people through strengths-based and solution-focused interventions. This aligns with the Next Steps reform agenda's aim to divert children and young people from the tertiary system and prevent their entry into out-of-home care. By aligning the CYFSP with this principle, the program can effectively contribute to reducing entries into the care and protection system. The principle of early and proactive support is also aligned with the Sustaining Families Services Package being procured under Next Steps. Sustaining Families packages will provide a combination of support pathways from early assistance to supporting children and families with emerging needs and vulnerabilities through to targeted and specialist support to provide more intensive supports for families with complex needs so children can remain safely in the family home or be returned safely.
Partnership and Engagement: There is a clear emphasis on working in partnership with children, young people, families, communities, and other key stakeholders across the human service system. Aligning work across the Child, Youth and Family support system with this principle ensures that service delivery is child-centred, family-focused, and responsive to the unique needs and aspirations of service users. It promotes active engagement, participation, and shared decision-making, leading to better outcomes.
[bookmark: _Hlk150347460]Evidence-Based and Responsive Services: The Child, Youth and Family support system needs to provide evidence-based, accountable, and responsive services for children, young people, and families. This aligns with the Next Steps reform agenda's focus on evidence-led practices and services that adapt to emerging needs and trends. By aligning with this principle, we can enhance its effectiveness, adaptability and responsiveness to needs and gaps, and ensure relevance in addressing the evolving challenges faced by vulnerable children and families.
Seamless Service Delivery: The CYFSP supports the concept of a "no wrong door" approach, which aims to connect individuals with the services they require as soon as possible. This aligns with the Next Steps reform agenda's goal of ensuring a continuum of support and seamless transitions for children and young people in the child protection system. By aligning the CYFSP with this concept, the program can contribute to a more efficient and accessible service delivery system.
Shared capability/capacity building across the sector: Workforce Capability and capacity building and the use of Common Language, tools and training has been a key common theme across the Commissioning of the Child, Youth and Family support system and will need to continue to be a key consideration in the development and implementation of service design and delivery and how we work to support sector sustainability.
[bookmark: _Toc150416729][bookmark: _Toc150422239][bookmark: _Toc152683333]Implications for future child protection, out of home care and support packages  
Commissioning through Next Steps for the future child protection, out of home care and support packages has led to CSD seeking a new approach to how we work with the community sector to achieve better outcomes for children and families. This new service system will deliver diverse and inclusive services to children, young people, families and carers, including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people with disability, people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds and LGBTIQA+ people. 
This includes expanding services beyond the statutory care system to provide more prevention and early support, strengthening families and helping more children and young people remain safe at home. 
This will be done through the establishment of a panel of providers to deliver a range of culturally safe services for children, young people, families and carers – including services for sustaining families, kinship care, foster care, after care and targeted supports (alternate care, supported contact and transport arrangements).
In addition, the vision of Next Steps will be implemented through a 4 year action plan, which will be the road map that outlines what we will do and what success looks like in achieving Next Steps vision for a child-centred and family focused child protection system which can demonstrate an integration of earlier family support, prevention, child protection, out of home care and youth justice and seeks to strengthen families who interact with this system.
Based on the feedback gathered during Next Steps Focus Groups for the Next Steps Service System, the following features, among others, were deemed important for future child protection and out of home care services.
Continuous care: stakeholders emphasised the importance of building the continuum of care introduced under A Step Up for Our Kids and delivering seamless supports ranging from early intervention through to out of home care, restoration and after care supports. Stakeholders supported closer integration between service providers and CSD to reduce gaps and duplications in service delivery and reduce the need for children, young people and families to re-tell their stories.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander self-determination: there was broad agreement on the value of a service system that prioritises self-determination and reduces the overrepresentation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children and young people in out of home care. There were several suggestions for implementing self-determination in the Next Steps Service System, such as giving all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children, young people, and families the option to work with an ACCO rather than CYPS and embedding the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Child Placement Principles.
Collaboration and joint work: most stakeholder highlighted the need to improve the way the government and non-government sectors work together. Effective collaboration was seen by many as a prerequisite for delivering continuous care, and in ensuring all stakeholders feel respected and valued.
Data and evidence: there was widespread support for greater and more effective uses of data in the Next Steps Service System, including measuring the impact of services and progress towards outcomes. There were also calls for improvements in how CSD and non-government organisations collect and share data on services and services users.
Improving outcomes for children, young people, and families: all stakeholders supported a focus on achieving better outcomes for children, young people and families in the child protection and out of home care system. There was also broad support for the focus on permanency, safety, and wellbeing outcomes in the proposed System Wide Performance Management Framework.
Flexible service models: many stakeholders noted the importance of flexibility in the service system and acknowledged that service delivery will be most effective when service providers can adapt to the changing needs of their users. It is also important for the system to have the flexibility to respond to fluctuations in demand for various services over time.
[bookmark: _Toc150416730][bookmark: _Toc150422240][bookmark: _Toc152683334]Implications for future CYFSP 
Narrowing the scope of the CYFSP
Currently the CYFSP is delivering services that support clients across the full breadth of the spectrum of support. Insights throughout the commissioning process have indicated that this is resulting in a light touch service response with resources spread too thinly to be able to meet demand. It has also led to unintended gaps particularly for higher risk, more complex clients. In addition, stakeholders have indicated that the program is not adequately resourced to be able to deliver services across the full spectrum. 
There were converse views in relation to narrowing the scope of the CYFSP, particularly on the earlier support end of the spectrum with stakeholder expressing concern at moving the CYFSP out of the Preventative support segment would limit engagement points, the ability of services to provide flexible support and could lead to more children young people and families facing more intensive/complex challenges by the time they are able to engage with a support service. 
There was however strong support for the CYFSP moving out of the Statutory and Intensive support zones with targeted therapeutic and diversionary support being the highest level of support provided by the CYFSP. This could be achieved by clarifying the circumstances in which children, young people and families engaged with the statutory system also access CYFSP supports. 
Who the CYFSP needs to support 
In addition to the scope of the CYFSP we need to understand who the CYFSP should be supporting, through this commissioning process we have identified three key target cohorts aligned with the segments of the support spectrum: 
Preventative: Children, young people and families who need preventative support early, to prevent or minimise the escalation of problems. The focus here is on identifying and addressing issues at an early stage, thereby reducing the likelihood of challenges becoming more severe, enduring or widespread. Enabling positive changes before the situation becomes critical or unmanageable.
Targeted: Children, young people and families with identified high-risk, complex, or targeted support needs. Support for this cohort is delivered with the purpose of redirecting or diverting their situation away from a negative trajectory. Through specialised and focused support, the program aims to steer this cohort towards a more positive and stable path, away from potentially harmful circumstances.
Diversionary/Step up Step down: Children, young people and families who have been engaged with the tertiary system, but it is identified that a tertiary response is no longer needed or suitable for their current needs. The CYFSP offers a transition or step-down approach, where Children, Young People and Families continue to receive the support they need with greater agency and self determination to define those needs. 
Future CYFSP services will also need to demonstrate the following features: 
Child Centred and Family Focused: We need to be tailoring services to meet the unique needs of children, young people, and families. Services that include the voice of children, young people and families in decision making and build on their strengths to achieve positive outcomes. 
Culturally Safe: The commissioning process has highlighted the need to ensure the child, youth and family support system is an environment where individuals in all their diversity feel respected, valued and safe. The CYFSP needs to ensure an equity of service accessibility and capability to support our diverse community. 
Integrated service models: Have a greater focus on integrated services that can provide holistic and flexible support for children, young people and families. 
priority population groups and key age groups: Increased selective, indicated and targeted support for priority population groups and key age groups including more targeted funding for ACCOs and children/young people in the middle years .
strong evidence base: prioritise investment in service models with a higher evidence base than those which are more experiential or have lower efficacy or evidence base. Stakeholders in the CYFSP process emphasised the necessity for a greater shift towards programs grounded in robust evidence and systems to ensure alignment with evidence-based models is maintained. 
service locations and access points: seek to deliver a proportionate and intentional mix of service locations and access points, offering service users genuine options for outreach or engagement at locations that suit their needs. Ensuring service accessibility across the ACT based on current population data and adapting to future population changes. 
Data and information sharing: improved information sharing and data capabilities: there was strong support through this process for harnessing data to inform the outcomes of the service system. This highlights a collective aspiration to integrate data-driven decision-making and evidence-based strategies for continual improvement and effective resource allocation.
Shared Accountability: Strengthening the role of everyone involved in supporting children, young people and families including Gov, NGOs, the community, parents and carers. Greater accountability through planning, engagement with risk, innovation, performance monitoring, evaluation and review and clear performance expectations in funding agreements. A strong theme through this and other commissioning processes has been the need for government to do a better job holding services accountable to the requirements set out in contracts and for contracts to be clearer regarding what is required of services. 
Connection: The commissioning process highlighted the importance of collaboration, effective communication, and the need for clear roles and responsibilities between government and non-government stakeholders, which are essential for accountability and coordinated service delivery. There was also a strong indication of the need for increased connection with broader child and family support system (across both the Government, NGO sector and intersectional sectors including Health and Education) including the need for shared training, language, tools, practice and governance.
[bookmark: _Toc150416731][bookmark: _Toc150422241][bookmark: _Toc152683335]Implications for MACR 
Addressing the therapeutic needs of children and young people, and their families, that engage in harmful behaviour requires integration and holistic support that draws together services and supports from across sectors.
As our approach to commissioning matures, service integration and better responses to support children, young people and their families, must be a combined objective across sectors, including mental health, drug and alcohol, and children youth and families.  This integration and cohesion across the service system will be a key driver of better short and long-term life outcomes for children, young people, and their families, engaging with the Therapeutic Support Panel.
The commencement of the MACR legislation in November 2023 provides for an immediate raising of the minimum age of criminal responsibility to 12, and a further raising to 14 on 1 June 2025. The stepped approach allows for both the ACT Government and the non-government sector to build evidence, understand the needs of presenting children and young people, as well as current and emerging gaps in the service system. This ongoing discovery phase will inform ongoing service and sector design, and any future government decisions around additional investment. 
A key function of the Therapeutic Support Panel is to provide strategic advice to Ministers and government on areas for reform and improvement within the service system so as to achieve integration and cohesive support for children and young people, and their families. w This presents an opportunity to set guiding principles and the strategic direction for future service sector reform.
The insights highlighted above will underpin ongoing service and sector design work to develop the service landscape for successful MACR reform, including being child centred, family focused and culturally safe. The alternative therapeutic service response set out in MACR legislation is voluntary, and necessarily focuses on relationships of trust and successful engagement with children, young people and their families, without fear of statutory involvement.
Raising the minimum age of criminal responsibility will fundamentally change the way in which the ACT supports children, young people and their families who would previously have been engaged in a criminal justice response, by supporting children and young people to address the drivers of harmful behaviour, not punishing them for their actions.
It is part of the suite of reforms to the children, youth and families service system, as well as other sectors across the broader human service system, and over time will guide and encourage a more integrated, therapeutic and cohesive system that supports Canberrans to lifelong wellbeing.
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