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2024 SIMNA Awards

Winner - Excellence in Social
Impact Measurement

Strong, healthy relationships are at
the heart of thriving communities.
They shape ourwellbeing, our sense
of belonging and our ability to meet
life’s challenges together. Through
ourwork at Relationships Australia
Victoria (RAV), we see every day how
connection changeslives, and why
investingin it matters.

This third edition of our Social Impact Report reflects our
ongoing commitment to understanding, demonstrating
andincreasing ourimpact. In 2024, thiscommitment was
recognised when we received the Excellence in Social
Impact Measurement Award at the SIMNA (Social Impact
Measurement Network Australia) Awards, acknowledging
ourleadership in measuring social change at a national
level. The award was given for demonstrating the value of
our family dispute resolution services through our Social
Impact Report and a cost-benefit analysis, which found
that every dollarinvested returns over $20 in economic
and social benefits. Judges described RAV’s approach as
‘highly strategic, rigorous, and evidence-based’, noting it
‘demonstrates excellence across all criteria’.

In2024, we also partnered with the Centre for
Community Child Health to publish 3reports
identifying priority actions to support children and
families in Ballarat. These included raising awareness
of theimportance of relationships, recommending the
creation of arole to strengthen social connectionand
integrating servicesinaccessible community spaces.

Building on these recommendations, 2025 has seen
ourintroduction of anew community-facingrole

in Ballarat, focused on strengthening family and
community wellbeing. New place-based projectsin
Yarra and Whittlesea see us also working with schools
to build social and emotional skills that support stronger
relationships and better mental health. Through
these initiatives, we are continuing to test and refine
place-based prevention approaches that prioritise
relationships and social connection forlasting, locally
driven change (see page 23 formore information).

Thisreport sharesimpact stories that amplify the voices
of parents, program participants, practitioners and
young people. These stories show how we strengthen
connections within families, between families and
among groups - and highlight the importance of the
relationships people form with the services that support
them. Together, these connections lay the groundwork
forlasting change.

7 7%

Dr Andrew Bickerdike
Chief Executive Officer

S

Sandra Opoku
SeniorManager Evaluation and Social Impact
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Relationships

shape mental health
and wellbeing

Relationships are central to our mental health and wellbeing. The
connections we build with family, friends and our community shape
how we cope with challenges and grow over time.

Ournew animation, ‘How Relationships Shape Mental In childhood, connection teaches us trust, and forms the
Health’, shows the ways everyday interactions can support  building blocks of ourresilience, emotionalunderstanding
resilience and strengthen wellbeing across life stages. and capacity to connect.

Inadolescence, it helps shape ouridentity: we mirror, adapt

T s e e e e e e e e T and define ourselvesinresponse to the people around us.

our lives, and why investing in relationships matters In adulthood, it supports us through challenges and
forhealthier, more supportive communities. gives life meaning: the connections we've built help
carry us through when things get tough.

Watch our animation that explains how
relationships shape mental health and wellbeing. '

Visit socialimpact.rav.org.au
orscanthe QR code.

4 Relationships Australia Victoria
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Mental healthisn’tjust
about what’s in your head,
it'saboutwho'sinyourlife.

Did you know?

People with strong social
tiesreport better wellbeing
and fewer mental health
problems (Kawachi &
Berkman, 2001).

From building trustin childhood
to sustaining usin adulthood,
connectionis the thread that runs
through every stage of life.

Did you know?

Positive relationshipsin childhood

and adolescence are linked to
better mental health and wellbeing
in adulthood (Umberson
& Montez, 2010).

Investin your

relationships:

Did you know?

Supportive relationships can
buffer us from the harmful effects
of stress, protecting mental health
even during difficult times (Brown

& Circiurkaite, 2017).

Supportive relationships
are mental health armour.
They lower stress, build resilience
and actlike a protective force
when things get tough.

they’re investing in you

Did you know?

Even brief, casual social
interactions contribute to a
greater sense of belonging
and wellbeing (Sandstrom
& Dunn, 2014).

We build connection through
everyday acts. Small, consistent
moments of care - a smile, awave,
a check-intext, sharing coffee -
strengthenbonds overtime.

SociallmpactReport 2025 5
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Highlights 2024-25

community education
participants

individual family
support clients

‘early matters’is our preventionand
early intervention service for families
with children aged 12 and under. It
brings together parenting programs,
community education and one-
on-one family support to help
people build stronger relationships
with their children and feelmore
confidentin their parentingrole.

The programis focused on the early years and major
transition points, as these are periods of development
when families are often most open to support.
Strengthening relationships and parenting capability
during this time helps prevent later difficulties and

protect children’s social and emotional wellbeing as
they grow (Moore et al., 2017).

The service includes evidence-based programs like
Circle of Security Parenting™ and Tuningin to Kids®,
as well as antenatal and postnatal education sessions
and tailored support forindividual families. Together,

6

Circle of Security
Parenting™ participants

Tuningin to Kids®
participants

these interventions support protective factors such
as secure attachment, emotional understanding and
responsive parenting.

Rather than offering families a single program, early
matters takes a flexible approach. Families can be
supported in different ways, depending on their
needs and circumstances. This kind of flexible support
matches what research shows works best: programs
that adapt to families’ needs, and are delivered by
people who understand the realities of parenting
(Australian Institute of Family Studies, [AIFS], 2025).

Measuringimpact

The Parent Empowerment and Efficacy Measure (PEEM)
is a brief, strengths-based tool that assesses parents’
confidence, capability and connection by asking them
torate 20 statements about their parenting, wellbeing
and ability to seek help or support others. Developed
throughresearch on protective factors in vulnerable
families, PEEM captures the internal and relational
strengths that support parenting effectiveness over
time (Freiberg et al., 2014).

SociallmpactReport 2025 7



Figure 1: Most common areas of improvement (PEEM survey)

Knowing how to getinfo as children grow

Helping other families find help

Feeling good about self

Confidence as aparent

Feeling good about children’s behaviour

Knowing children feel safe and secure

Helping make community better for children

We began using PEEM in mid-2024 to evaluate outcomes
forfamilies in the early matters program. Its focus on
capability rather than deficit aligns with the program’s
protective, whole-of-family approach to child wellbeing.

The toolincludes the following 2 domains:

1. Efficacytoparent - emotional regulation, parenting
confidence and knowledge of child development

2. Efficacytoconnect - social support, community
belonging and confidence inhelping others.

Paired pre- and post-program PEEM data showed
meaningfulimprovements across arange of parenting
and connection-related measures. Figure 1lists the
items where the most participants showed any positive
change, offering a snapshot of where the program had
the broadest effect.

The most commonly improved items were concentrated
inthe ‘Efficacy to connect’ domain, with parents reporting
greater confidence in supporting others, finding help and
contributing to theircommunity. These shifts are important
indicators of protective relational capacity. Strengthening
parents’ sense of capability and connection canhave
lasting effects on family wellbeing and child development,
with higher parental self-efficacy linked toimproved
parenting and more favourable outcomes for children
(Albanese et al., 2019).

Several ‘Efficacy to parent’items also showed strong
upward movement, especially those related to emotional
regulation and self-appraisal. Many parents reported
greater confidence in managing stress, making sound
decisions and supporting their children’s development.
Notably, ‘I feelthat I'm doing a goodjob as aparent’

was among the mostimproved items, underscoring the
program’simpact on self-efficacy and positive identity.

8 Relationships Australia Victoria

Figure 2: Average positive change by theme
(PEEM)

Copingandresilience
Navigating support
Helping others
Positive outlook
Family functioning
Relational confidence

Figure 2 presents a different view of change. While

figure 1shows where the largest number of participants
improved, this figure groups PEEM items into themes and
reports the average positive change across the group. It
highlights the areas where gains were most pronounced,
offeringinsightinto the depth of impact.

The strongestimprovements were in ‘Coping and
resilience’, followed by ‘Navigating support’ and

‘Helping others’. These themes reflect greater emotional
regulation, parenting confidence, service navigation skills
and the ability to support others. In contrast, ‘Relational
confidence’ and ‘Family functioning’ showed smaller shifts,
likely due to higher average starting scores (4.1and 4.0),
suggesting many parents already felt secure inthose areas.

Together, figures1and 2 provide a fuller picture. The
firstreflects breadth, showing where improvement was
common. The second shows depth, highlighting where
average change was strongest. Both areimportantin
prevention and early intervention, where lastingimpact
depends onbroad engagement and meaningful
personal growth (Moore et al., 2017).



Parent confidence and validation

We interviewed participants from the early matters
program to explore itsimpact on parenting, connection
and confidence. These conversations add valuable
context to the PEEMresults, offering a more detailed
view of how parents experienced change and how they
made meaning of this change in their daily lives.

Aconsistent theme across allinterviews was anincrease
in parenting confidence. For some, this came through
learning new strategies or gaining clearerinsightinto
their children’s emotional needs. For others, the impact
was more about reassurance that they could trust
theirinstincts and were already doing better than they
thought. Several described feeling less pressure to be
a ‘perfect parent’and more secure in their decision-
making. Simply recognising that other parents also
experienced self-doubt brought a genuine sense of
relief. This kind of informal normalisation can be powerful;
eveninlow-contact group settings, seeingone’s
experience reflectedin others canreduce internalised
pressure and build a sense of capability (Thoits, 2011).

The role of relationship

Parents also emphasised the importance of how

the program was delivered. Whether one-on-one or

ina group, the quality of the facilitator relationship

was central to their experience. Feeling listened to,
respected and supported was oftenjust asimportant
as the contentitself. Several parents highlighted the
responsiveness and adaptability of facilitators as a key
strength, especially when navigating complex or high-
stress family dynamics.

While some valued the group setting for the sense of
shared experience, others preferred individualised
support aligned with their specific needs or stage of
life. One step-parent noted that although the group
content was helpful, the most meaningful support came
from personalised guidance addressing the particular
challenges of a blended family.

Emotional insight and attunement

Growthin confidence, validation and connection

often paired with greater emotional insight, especially
in the parent-child relationship. Parents described
becoming more attuned to their children’s emotional
states, learning to pause and respond rather thanreact,
and feeling better equipped to support their children
through stress or dysregulation. One parent described
the shift as moving from “ighting’ a child’s behaviour to
seeing that the behaviour was their child’s way of asking
for support. Another spoke about recognising their own
role in creating the conditions for calm.

Confidence as aripple

Anothertheme was the ripple effect of confidence.
Parents who felt more capable also felt more willing
and able to support others. Several described offering
advice orencouragement to other parentsin their
communities, drawing on what they had learned.
Forsome, this meant sharing emotional regulation
strategies; forothers, it meant validating the experiences
of peerswho were still struggling. Thisreflects the PEEM
finding that many reported increased confidencein
helping others and contributing to their community.
Peer-support approaches have been shown to build
parental empowerment, wellbeing and resilience
throughinformal networks of mutual care and shared
learning (Lancasteretal., 2024).

Building long-term capacity

The interviews highlight the lasting, preventive value
of programs like early matters. The changes parents
described were not limited to short-term gains but
reflected a deeper sense of readiness for future
challenges. Throughimproved emotional insight,
stronger confidence and better connection to
support, parents built resources they could continue
todraw on, long after the programitself had ended.

early mattersis funded by the Australian Government Department
of Social Services.
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MBCP participants

Men'’s behaviour change programs
(MBCPs) are a key part of the family
violenceresponse system, designed
to support menwho use violence
and controlin theirrelationships

to take responsibility for their
behaviourand begin the process

of change (Chung et al., 2020).

These programs recognise that violenceis not caused

by individual distress alone, but is shaped by broader
attitudes, beliefs and power dynamics that reinforce

genderinequality and entitlement (Our Watch et al., 2015).

MBCPs offera structured, group-based environment
where men are encouraged to examine theirvalues,
understand the impact of theirbehaviour, and practise
saferand more respectful ways of relating. The group
formatis not just a delivery model, itis part of the

intervention itself, offering opportunities formen to be
challenged, supported, and held accountable by their
peers and by facilitators (Vlais & Campbell, 2019).

At their best, these programs do more thaninterrupt
individual patterns of harm. By fostering reflection,
accountability and constructive ways of relating,
they canreduce the likelihood of future violence
and strengthen the conditions that support safety
andrespectinfamilies and communities.

Tools for measuring change

For MBCPs to strengthen safety andreduce harm, it’s
essential tounderstand how they work and how they can
improve. Evaluating this impact is notoriously difficult,
as behaviour change is complex and shaped by external
factors, and long-term shifts are hard to capture through
traditional measures (Day et al., 2020). Many evaluations
rely on general satisfaction data, self-report tools with
limited scope orrecidivismrates that are difficult to track
andinterpret (Chungetal.,2020).

SociallmpactReport 2025 11



Figure 3: Positive change by domain
(MBCP survey)
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In2024, we developed anew pre- and post-program
survey which provided a structured way of capturing
how participants’ thinking shifts during the program. It
measures the following 4 domains:

1. Victim-blaming

2. Readinessforchange
3. Willingness to seek help
4. Accountability.

Rather than focusing on compliance or completion,
it assesses whether participants understand their
behaviour, accept responsibility and are developing
astronger orientation towards change.

This tool offers amore consistent way to track internal
shifts that may support saferand more respectful
relationshipsin the long term.

Across the 4 domains measured - help-seeking,
rejecting victim-blaming, accountability and readiness
forchange - participants generally showed movement
towards attitudes and intentions that support non-
violence (see figure 3).

1. Rejecting victim-blaming: By the end of the
program, 88.6% of participants disagreed with
statements thatjustified violence. Around 34% had
shifted to this position during the program, while
55% held it from the outset (see figure 4).

2. Readiness for change: Responsesindicated greater

recognition of harm, active efforts to change and
awareness of relapse risk. The most movement
occurred onitems related to self-monitoring, such

asrecognising the possibility of reverting to violence.

12 Relationships Australia Victoria

Figure 4: Participants with non-victim-blaming

attitudes (MBCP survey)
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60%
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3. Help-seeking: Most participants expressed
willingness to seek support at the start of the
program. Change was modest overall, but a
small group moved from neutral to agreement,
suggestingincreased openness among those
who were initially unsure.

4. Accountability: Many participants moved away
from blaming partners or external circumstances
fortheiractions. The largest shifts were onitems
about blaming a partner’s behaviour or claiming
self-defence, both showing substantial dropsin
agreement.

Taken together, the results suggest the program was
most effective in shifting beliefs thatjustify violence,
strengthening personal accountability and increasing
insight into harmful behaviour. Changes were most
pronounced among participants who began the
program with neutral or mildly endorsing views, while
those already strongly aligned with non-violence
tended to maintain theirposition.

34%

of MBCP participants shifted towards non-victim
blaming attitudes



Participant reflections

As part of the new evaluation tool, participants were
invited to respond to the following 3 open-ended
questions.

1. What aspect of the program has had the most
positiveimpact onyou?

What goals have you been able to set foryourself?

3. What personal values have you drawn on or
developed?

Theirresponsesreflected arange of experiences, but
some consistent patterns became clear.

Participants described developing specific skills,
particularly inemotional regulation and communication.
They spoke about learning to pause before reacting,
identify theiremotions and adopt more respectful ways
of expressing themselves. These skills were not ends in
themselves, but tools to support broader shiftsinhow
theyrelated to others, helping them formrelationships
groundedinsafety andrespect, forming a foundation
that canreduce thelikelihood of future violence. In
describing these shifts, some men beganto articulate
aspirations of being more respectful partners, more
consistent parents and better people. This connection
between skill development and identity was supported
through structured reflection and group dialogue,
andis animportant aspect of supporting meaningful
change. Transformative and enduring change is not

just about shiftsinbehaviour, but about becoming the
kind of person one wants to be (Augusta-Scott, 2003).
When men align their self-conception with values such
asrespect, care andresponsibility, they are less likely to
view violence as acceptable ornecessary, reducing the
likelihood of harmful behaviourin the first place.

When men align their
self-conception with values such
asrespect, care andresponsibility,
they are less likely to view violence
as acceptable or necessary,
reducing the likelihood of harmful
behaviourin the first place.

Much of this learning took place through the shared
experience of the group, with many menidentifying the
group environment as a key factorin theirdevelopment.
Engaging with othersin a setting where they could
speak openly and withoutjudgement helped create
the conditions forreflection and change. Participants
described the importance of hearing different
perspectives and sharing their own experiencesina
space where they felt heard and respected. Several men
noted the importance of relating to others in the group
andreflecting on their own behaviourin that context.
Formany, these conversations prompted reflectionand
greaterawareness. Peerinfluence, through challenge
aswellas support, was amechanism of change, notjust
aby-product of program delivery. Social connection
andinteraction play animportant role in shaping identity,
reinforcing goals and guiding behavioural choices
(Thoits, 2011), which underscores that the group contextis
notsimply a setting forchange, but afundamental part of
how change happens.

Values such asrespect, empathy, honesty and patience
featured prominently in participants’ reflections. Some
men described becoming more aware of how these
principles could shape their relationships and guide their
behaviour. Inmany cases, the program helped them
reconnect with values they identified with but hadn’t
consistently lived by. This aligns with a key goal of men’s
behaviour change work: helping menrecognise where
their behaviour has fallen short of their own standards and
strengthenidentitiesrootedin care and non-violence
(NoTo Violence & Red Tree Consulting, 2020). When
these values are reinforced within a group and applied
in daily life, they contribute not only to saferintimate
relationships, but also to wider community norms that
rejectviolence and promote respect, strengthening the
relational norms that sustain safety and respect over time.

SociallmpactReport 2025 13
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8+

creative workshops major public events partner organisations

130+ 220+ 100%

books added to the community attendees of participants felt

queer library across events

AMPLIFY beganin 2019, whena
group of LGBTIQA+ young people
from South Gippsland and Bass
Coast asked headspace Wonthaggi
forhelp settingup a social support
group. They wanted a space where
they could connect with others who
shared their experiences, talk about
identity and mental health, and feel
safe being themselves.

Overtime, the group has expandedinto a platform for
creative and community-focused work. With support
from headspace staff, members have designed and
run public events that centre queer voices and invite
otherstolisten, reflect and participate. These events
have helped build confidence and connection within

the group, while also strengthening relationships
across the wider community.

more confident

This kind of work reflects the core of place-based
prevention: local, sustained and shaped by the people
it’'smeant to support. Ground-up, reciprocal models
of care like this canrespond to unmet needs while also
strengthening the community’s ability to influence
andimprove the systems around them (Spade, 2020).
The following discussionis based on reports written
by AMPLIFY members as well as conversations with

members and staff involvedin the group’s work.

Image of queerlibrary atheadspace

Sociallmpact Report 2025
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Origins and ethos

When young people first approached headspace
Wonthaggi, the intention was to build something they
could shape themselves. From the outset, the group
was not directed by headspace, but supported with
space, structure and supervision as they decided
what the group would be.

Inthe early stages, AMPLIFY ran as 3 rotating groups

basedonage:12-15,16-17 and 18+. This helped ensure
conversations and content were safe and relevant for
everyone involved. Atits busiest, more than 50 young

people were participating across the different age groups.

The focus shifted in 2022, when the group successfully
applied foragrant torun community events. Asecond
grant followedin 2023, and over 2 years the group
delivered workshops, panels, drag performances, film
screenings and an art show. These events were planned
and hosted by young people, with support from staff
where needed. When the second grant came in under
budget, it was a group memberwho suggested using
the remaining funds to create a queerlibrary. Thatidea
quickly became the group’s new focus.

Throughout, AMPLIFY has remained grounded in
peer connection, care and self-direction. Staff have
supported the group’s safety and sustainability, but
the identity and purpose of the work have always
come from the young people involved.

Projectsinaction

AMPLIFY’s events have brought queer stories into
public spaces through film, performance, panels and art.
These projects gave young people a chance to share
their voices while creating spaces where others could
feel seen, safe and connected.

At one event, AMPLIFY hosted a screening of The
Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert, alongside
a talk by Daniel Witthaus, whose work focuses on
queerlifeinrural and regional Australia. Another event
combined a panel discussion with a family-friendly
drag show, designed to be inclusive of children and
accessible to attendees of allages. Feedback from
participants described the events as moving, affirming
andinclusive. Some audience members approached
organisers during breaks to ask further questions; others
reached out afterwards to request similar eventsin their
own communities.

16 Relationships Australia Victoria

Alongside these public events, the group created a
queerlibrary: a curated collection of books exploring
LGBTIQA+ stories and themes, now permanently housed
atheadspace Wonthaggi. The idea came from a group
member, proposed as a way to use remaining grant
funds to create somethinglasting. Members selected
the books, tracked the budget, designed signage and
posters, and helped furnish and decorate the space. The
library is open to headspace clients and the wider public.

These projects have increased visibility for queer voices
inthe local area, while also giving group members the
chance towork as ateam, build skills and see the impact
of their contributionsinreal time.

Impact

For group members, AMPLIFY has provided a space
to be themselves, connect with others, and develop
confidence inways that are often difficult to access
elsewhere. Anonymous surveys conducted by the
group show that all respondents felt accepted,

safe and more confident since joining (figure 5).
Many reported improved mood, a stronger sense
of connection and feeling less alone.

Figure 5: Participant responses
(AMPLIFY survey)

|feellessalone

My moodhas
improved

|feelheard

Ifeelsafein
the group

|feel confident

|feelaccepted
andloved

0 20 40 60 80 100

Theimpact of the group has extended beyond its
members. Public events have attracted local families,
allies and community members, some attending this

kind of event for the first time. Audience feedback was
consistently positive, with several attendees describing
the events as welcoming, inclusive and unlike anything
else available in the region. One parent shared that, after
attending, her11-year-old daughter felt more comfortable
exploring heridentity and talking about pronouns.



The visibility of the group’s work may have contributed
to abroader shiftinaccess and engagement. Since
AMPLIFY began hosting public events, the proportion
of LGBTIQA+young people accessing headspace
Wonthaggirose from 28.2% in 2020 to over 36%in
2023. While multiple factors may influence this, the
ongoing presence and leadership of AMPLIFY has
likely played arole inmaking the service feel saferand
more relevant to young people in the community.

Members and staff also described the indirect benefits
of this work: more inclusive conversations with peers,
stronger partnerships withlocal services and greater
willingness among other organisations to engage with
LGBTIQA+topics. The group’s presence has helped shift
perceptions of what young people can do and what kinds

of spaces and conversations are possible inregional areas.

Learning and looking forward

Through multiple years and projects, AMPLIFY
members have developed a wide range of skills, from
public speaking and budgeting to poster design, event
planning and collaborative decision-making. Many have

described feeling proud of their contributions, especially

when seeing theirwork reflectedin the finished product:
apacked event, a well-designed poster or alibrary
space shaped by their choices. For some, this was

the first time they had seen theirideas taken seriously
and brought tolife.

There were challenges along the way. Managing grant
budgets, liaising with venues, responding to online
backlash and working through unexpected changes
required adaptability and persistence. Group members
described moments of frustration and steep learning
curves. But they also reflected on the support they
received from each other and from staff, and how
those experiences helped build their confidence

and capacity for future work.

R REY

community, education, inclusivity

Thereis such value in the work that ;

we're doing to make people who might
have been scaredto be themselves,

to share parts of theiridentity. To be
abletodosoinaplace they know that
they're surrounded by people who will
notonly acceptthem forwho they are,
but celebrate who they are. It’s a true
privilege to be able to work with these
young people.

- RAV headspace Practitioner

It's always been youth driven. ;

It’s always been youth led;
we provided the walls and the
supervisionto do so.

- RAV headspace Practitioner

Looking ahead, members shared a clear desire forthe
group to continue, not just as a support space, butasa
space foraction, learning and community connection.
Some hopedto see formermembers stay involved after
they age out, or to find ways to include others beyond
the 12-25 age bracket. Others spoke about continuing
events, expanding the library or supporting younger
members to step into leadership roles. Underlying all
theseideas was a shared commitment to the values
that shaped AMPLIFY from the beginning: care, visibility,
peerleadership and the belief that change is something
young people can make together.

headspace Wonthaggiis operated by RAV. Allheadspace services are
funded by the Australian Government Department of Health, Disability
and Aging. Administration of funding is carried out by the headspace
centre’slocal Primary Health Network (PHN), in this case, Gippsland PHN.
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counselling clients

Mental health challenges don’t
occurinavacuum. Structural
disadvantage, financial strain,
discrimination, isolation and
insecure housing can all contribute
to distress, as well aslimiting access
to support (Silvaetal., 2016; WHO,
2012; Kirkbride et al., 2024).

These pressures may not always be visible, but they
show up in the concerns people bring to counselling:
relationship difficulties, trauma, health and disability,
legal stress and major life transitions. Each person’s
story carriesits own context, including the cumulative
weight of navigating systems that are difficult, unsafe
or simply not designed to help.

Counselling offers more than just strategies or a
sounding board. It provides a steady, respectful
relationship and a space where people can feel safe,
make sense of their experiences, and begin to see
themselves and their challenges differently. Forsome,
itbecomes a setting for repair; for others, it introduces

(1 W)

a kind of support they’ve never known: consistent,
caring and free of judgement. This kind of relational
work can help rebuild trust, shift long-held patterns
and strengthen the capacity to face future challenges,
notjustresolve present ones.

Client voice

We collect client feedback through a short survey
designed to capture changes overtime in key areas

of wellbeing and connection. For thisreport, analysis
draws onresponses from clients who completed the
survey before and after counselling, between April 2024
and April 2025. Atotal of 67 matched pre and post pairs
were identified. The survey asked clients toreflect on
theirprimary concern; theirlevel of distress; and their
sense of connection, satisfaction and overall wellbeing.

Survey results

Among clients who attended more than one counselling
session and kept the same primary concern throughout,
average distressratings fell by 10.8%. The largest group
identified their main concern as relationship difficulties,

while others cited separation/divorce, mental health, or

abuse and trauma.

SociallmpactReport 2025 19



Figure 6: Life satisfaction
(client survey)
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Across these domains, distress reductions ranged
from10% to 17%. While some categories are small, this
consistent downward shift suggests counselling helped
clients betterunderstand, manage or adapt to the issues
they brought to the service.

While average changesin connection and satisfaction
were modest across the full sample, clearer gains
appeared among clients who began with lower scores.
Those starting with very low satisfaction or connection
oftenrecordedthe largestimprovements, sometimes
gaining several points on a 10-point scale or moving
from ‘Disagree’ to ‘Neutral’ or ‘Agree’ in their connection
ratings. Figures 6 and 7 show that the steepest average
increases were among clients with the lowest initial
satisfaction scores.

Clients who started with higher satisfaction or connection
tended toremain stable, which may reflect a ceiling
effectaswellas counselling’srole in sustaining wellbeing
by supporting reflection and perspective. Overall, the
greatest visible gains were among clients who entered
counselling with the highest distress or dissatisfaction.

Clients’ concerns

Practitionersrecord the primaryissues addressed
ateach counselling session. To make this data easier
tointerpret, individual categories were grouped into
broaderthemes such as Mental health, Relationships
and Parenting and family (figure 8). This analysis shows
that relationship concerns accounted formore than

a quarter of all sessions, with mental health, family
violence and abuse, parenting challenges and
trauma also common.
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Figure 7: Relationship satisfaction
(client survey)
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Figure 8: Distribution of sessions by main
concern(client data)
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These patterns point to the complexrealities clients
bring to counselling, where emotional, relational and
situational challenges oftenintersect. The prominence
of relationship issues highlights the central role of
safe, supportive connections in wellbeing, while the
high proportion of mental health and trauma-related
sessionsreflects the need forintegrated support
across personal and family domains.



We are notreally targeting one ;

issue ... there are social, mental
health andrelational dynamics that
allcombine togetherin my room.

- RAV Counselling Practitioner

Practitioner perspectives

Clinical research consistently highlights the importance of
practitionerinsight, not only in how counselling is delivered
butinhow itis experienced and made meaningful (Stubbe,
2018). Counsellors’ reflections provide vital context for
understanding how and why change occurs, offering a
perspective that complements outcome data and formal
evaluation (AIFS, 2022). Their observations on relational
dynamics, client engagement and therapeutic judgement
offeradeeperview into what makes counselling effective.

The following sections draw oninterviews conducted
in 2025 with counsellors from several of RAV’s centres,
capturing their perspectives on the work and its context.

The issues and complexity clients bring

What a client names at the start of counselling is
often only part of the picture. Counsellors spoke about
hearing concerns that, once explored, revealed layers
underneath, including histories of trauma, patterns
inrelationships, pressures from housing or work, and
experiences clients had nevervoiced before. Creating
asense of safety inthe counselling room often allowed
these hidden or mislabelled experiences to emerge,
shifting the focus overtime. A conversation about a
child’s anxiety or a household disagreement might
uncover patterns linked to family violence, trauma
orunrecognised neurodivergence, particularly for
women and children.

Counsellors also noticed changes in the challenges
clients face and the systems shaping their options. More
people were arriving with family violence and legal issues,
includingintervention orders, child protection processes
and police contact. Others lived with the strain of poverty
andinsecure housing, alongside service gaps that made
safety and recovery harder to sustain. For clients from
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds, these
pressures could be intensified by community stigma,
migration stress and mistrust of mainstream services.

The picture varied across age and life stage. Older clients
sought support forlongstanding grief, fractured family
ties or late-life identity changes such as coming out.
Parents and carers, including grandparents, navigated
kinship care or co-parenting in complex circumstances.
For clients dealing with family violence, sessions on
parenting orrelationships often led to deeperwork

on early trauma or disrupted attachment.

Some clients came during or after a crisis. Others
arrived while waiting for more intensive services.
Counsellors expressed concern about gaps for
people with complex needs, such as neurodivergent
adults, trauma survivors and families juggling multiple
stressors, given tighter eligibility rules, high costs and

the decline of long-term therapy options.
Clients oftencomeinwitha ;
containedidea of what they need
towork on, and over the process, as
they trust the relationship more, they

discovertheissues mostimportant
to themare not what they thought.

- RAV Counselling Practitioner

Relational practice

Understanding what brings someone to counselling is
only part of the picture. Meaningful change rests on the
relationship between client and counsellor, shaped by
listening, steady presence and collaboration. Counsellors
described trust, safety and attunement as the foundations
that allow deeperwork to take place.

They spoke about creating a sense of welcome from
the first contact - awarmintake call, a smile at reception,
visible signs of inclusion such as flags and posters, or
the offer of tea or coffee. For clients with histories of
trauma, family violence or discrimination, these gestures
challenged earlier experiences of services as cold or
unsafe. Intake and needs assessment also helped to
establish the alliance, giving clients a chance to feel
heard before the session began.

Inthe counsellingroom, the alliance was seen as something
deliberately built and sustained. Non-judgementallistening
and careful pacing were key, along with attuned presence
that paid close attention to body language, emotional cues
andthe client’sreactionsinthe moment.
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Counsellors oftenresisted the urge to take the ‘expert’
role too quickly. Instead, they offered gentle guidance,
reflective questions and space for clients toreachinsight
intheirown time. When trauma was suspected but not
disclosed, they waited until clients were ready, knowing
that opening too soon could be re-traumatising.

Evenin short-term or single-session work, counsellors
aimed to offer something meaningful, whetherit was

a sense of being heard, anew perspective or a safe
conversation. Moments of rupture were also part of
the process, with misunderstandings recognised
andrepairedtorestore trust and model respectful
connection. For clients who had never felt fully accepted,
including neurodivergent clients, trans and non-binary
clients, and those carrying shame or exclusion, building
trustrequired emotional attunement and sensitivity to
culture, identity, language and lived experience. For
some, counselling was a chance to test whether a safe
relationship was possible and to experience what it

felt like when someone kept showing up.

Not feeling judged, being listened ;
to, validated, understood - that's really
importantin the therapeutic alliance.

-RAV Counselling Practitioner

Workplace culture and collegial support

Practitioners stressed that their ability to offer safe,
attuned support depends on feeling the same safety
within theirworkplace. Team relationships, organisational
culture and a sense of belonging were described as the
foundation for effective, sustainable practice. When
practitioners feel supported and trusted, they can
offerthat same presence to clients.

They spoke about the value of workingin a culture
grounded in connection and shared responsibility. A
strong sense of belonging extended beyond individual
teams to the wider organisation, reinforced through
intentional gestures such as all-staff webinars and
milestone celebrations. Informal acts of peer care,
from checkingin after a difficult session to chatting
inshared spaces, were seen asjust asimportant as
formal supervision.
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Staff wellbeing and retention were linked to flat hierarchies,
mutual respect acrossroles andleaders who encouraged
open communication. Flexibility mattered too, such as
adjusting caseloads for high-risk clients orreallocating
when personal circumstances required it. Forsome, the
contrast with private practice was stark. Without day-
to-day peer connection, the emotional demands of
counselling could quickly become overwhelming.

Practitioners saw workplace culture not as a backdrop
butas aform of safetyinits ownright, the kind that makes
relational work possible.

| feel part of a very cohesive and ;

supportive team ... thatis centrally
important to doing what | do.

- RAV Counselling Practitioner

Building skills for the future

While counselling often beginsinresponse to an
immediate concern, practitioners spoke about its
role in preparing clients forwhat comes next. Sessions
can buildinsight, strengthen communication, support
help-seeking and foster a sense of agency, providing
skills that help people navigate future challenges as
well as current ones.

Eveninshort-term orissue-focused work, counsellors
aimedtoleave clients with tools they could use long after
sessions ended. They described moments where a client
began applying strategies between appointments, shifting
how they thought, communicated orrelated to others.
These changes often extended beyond the individual,
influencing families, relationships and communities.

Formany clients, counselling also provided a positive
experience of reaching out for help, making it more
likely they would seek support againif needed. In this
way, the work not only addresses the present, but builds
confidence, capacity and connection that clients can
carry forward, creating strengths that continue to shape
theirlives long after the sessions end.



Strengthening relationships

A preventive approach
to wellbeing

The work we do today goes beyond
responding toimmediate needs -

it lays the foundation forlong-term
wellbeing.

When people build stronger relationships and develop
healthier ways of connecting, those changes ripple
outward, helping to prevent future harm and strengthen
communities. Aparent who feels more confident today
is better equipped to support their family tomorrow.
Someone who learns to recognise and change harmful
patterns protects not only themselves but also those
around them.

Research consistently shows that strong relationships
and social and emotional skills are key protective factors
forlong-termwellbeing (WHO, 2025; Department of
Health, 2025). We see this every day in practice: our
work strengthens relationships; builds confidence; and

reducesrisks such asisolation, stress and cycles of harm.

Preventionis not a separate program -it's embeddedin
everythingwe do. It happens through the trust we build,
the relationships we support, and the environments

we help create. By investing more in prevention and
strengthening community, we not only improve lives but
alsoreduce long-term social and economic burdens
(Bowlesetal.,, 2025). This leads to healthier families,
stronger communities and more sustainable change.

Relationships and social connection are central to
this preventive approach, and they are at the heart
of ourwork.

Preventionin context

Eachof the 4impact storiesin thisreport offers a
differentlens on prevention, shaped by its purpose,
its people and the conditionsinwhichit takes place.

In early matters, preventionis grounded in confidence
and connection. As parents gain reassurance and clarity
intheirrole, they become better equipped to handle
stress, guide their children and make sound decisions.
This confidence often extends beyond their own family,
as many feel empowered to support other parents.
Sharing strategies, listening without judgement and
validating the real challenges of parenting helps build
informal, community-level resilience.
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Inour MBCPs, prevention begins with accountability.
Through structured group dialogue, participants
examine the impacts of their behaviour and reflect
ontherelationships they want to build in the future. The
group setting allows men to hear different perspectives,
recognise patternsin theirown behaviourand try new
ways of relating. As they take responsibility for past
actions, many reconnect with personal values they
hadlost sight of, shaping a clearer sense of the men
they want to become.

In AMPLIFY, prevention takes the form of peer-led,
place-based work built oninclusion and care. Young
people are not passive recipients of support; they
create the environments needed. Through events,
advocacy and creative expression, they build
platforms for connection and mental health support
ontheirown terms. This strengthens protective factors
by making space foridentity and belonging, showing
that prevention can grow within communities rather
thanbe delivered to them.

Incounselling, preventionhappens throughrelational repair
and the slow work of rebuilding trust. Many clients arrive
feeling disconnected from others, from support, or from
theirown sense of self. The therapeutic relationship offers
aspacetoreconnect. Throughvalidation and reflection,
clients develop a clearer sense of who they are and how
they want torelate to others, shaping the conditions for
healthier relationships and more hopeful futures.

Innovating for change:
Place-based prevention

In2024, we partnered with the Centre for Community
Child Health to develop strategies that were locally
relevant and capable of strengthening protective factors
for children and familiesin Ballarat. Theirevidence review
affirmed thatrelationships are central to wellbeing across
thelifespan, particularly in the early years. Secure and
responsive relationships support emotional regulation,
resilience and social development, while also actingas a
bufferagainst adversity.

Through co-designed workshops with RAV staff,
parents and professionals fromrelevant sectors, the
Centre for Community Child Health process identified
the following interconnected strategies:

1. Apubliccampaigntoincrease awareness of the role
relationships play in wellbeing

2. Aneighbourhood-based hub modelfor childand
family services

N

A dedicated social connectorrole to link families with
support and strengthen local networks of care.

These strategies are now in practice. In Ballarat, the
first public step was a community screening of SEEN, a
feature-length documentary on the intergenerational
impacts of trauma and the role of relationshipsin
healing. A Social Connectoris nowinplace, focusing
on strengthening relationships, linking families with
support and buildinginformal networks of care.

RAV and Centre for Community Child Health workshop participants
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Our earlierworkin the City of Yarra through the
Communities that Care®initiative also showed how
place-based collaboration canbuild the conditions
forchange. Practitionersinvolved in the partnership
developed stronger social capital, shared knowledge
andideas, and deepened their sense of professional
community. These gainsimproved their confidence,
buy-inand consistency in practice. The experiencein
Yarrareinforced that change is most sustainable when
collaborationisintentional, locally led, and supported
by structures that centre trust and shared purpose.

Taken together, these initiatives show how place-based
approaches provide a practical way torespond to local
contexts, build on existing strengths and work towards
shared goals. They take time, but they are essential for
creating protective factors that last.

Extending the approach

The same principles are guiding new work in Whittlesea
and Yarra. The projects will work with parents, teachers
and students to strengthen socialand emotional learning,
ensuring that consistent messages about relationships
and emotional skills are reinforced across different parts
of the community. In practice, this might mean parents
andteachers sharinga commonlanguage to help children
manage emotions, or young people learning that asking
forhelpisbothacceptable and supported.

By embedding thiswork in schools and community
settings, the aimis to strengthen protective factors,
make everyday environments more supportive, and
create more opportunities for positive connection.
These are not quick fixes but part of alonger-term
approachto prevention thatrelies on trusted
relationships and community engagement.

Looking ahead

Each of these projectsis different, suited tolocal
contexts, but the principlesremain the same. Itis a way
of working that adapts to local conditions, builds on
whatis already there, and evolves through collaboration.
The early work in Ballarat, Whittlesea and Yarra provide
valuable insights into how prevention can be scaled
without losingits local character.

As we continue to learn from these experiences, the
challenge will be to hold onto the elements that make
prevention effective: trust, sustained relationships, and
awillingness to work with the histories and dynamics
that shape eachplace. Throughout thisreport we have
seenthese elements at workin families, in groups and
incommunities.

Strongrelationships remain one of the most
effective and sustainable ways to improve
individual and community wellbeing. They are
notjust part of prevention; they are its foundation.

Formore information on each of these projects visit our Social Impact Hub
at socialimpact.rav.org.au or scan the QR code.
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Acronyms and initialisms
FDR

Family dispute resolution

LGBTIQA+

Lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and gender diverse, intersex,
queer, asexual and otheridentities

MBCP

Men’s behaviour change program

PEEM

Parent Empowerment and Efficacy Measure

RAV

Relationships Australia Victoria

SIMNA

SociallImpact Measurement Network Australia
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Glossary of terms

Client voice

The views, experiences and priorities shared by
people with direct experience of a service orissue.
These contributions, whetherindividual or collective,
help shape how services are delivered, how impact
isunderstood and how decisions are made.

Co-design

An approach thatinvolves people with lived experience
working alongside service providers, policymakers or
researchers to design programs, services or systems.

It values shared power, collaboration and mutual
learning throughout the process.

Early intervention

Support providedin the early stages of a challenge,
beforeissues escalate orbecome more complex. Early
intervention aims toreduce harm, strengthen protective
factors and improve outcomes by responding as soon as
risks orneeds become visible.

LGBTIQA+

Aninclusive term for people of diverse genders,
sexualities and bodies, including lesbian, gay, bisexual,
trans and gender diverse, intersex, queer, asexual and
otheridentities. This initialismreflects current usage

in Australia and recognises the changing nature of
language, identity and community.



Lived experience

First-hand knowledge and insight gained through
personal experience of a service, issue or system.
Lived experience may be individual or shared, and s
avaluable source of understanding, especially when
informing service design, evaluation oradvocacy.

Mental health and wellbeing

A state in which people feel capable, connected and
able to manage life’s challenges. It includes emotional
regulation, supportive relationships, a sense of purpose
and opportunities for participation. Itis shaped by social,
economic and environmental conditions that enable or
limit wellbeing across communities.

Place-based approach

Away of working that responds to the specific strengths,
needs and circumstances of alocal community. Place-
based approachesrecognise that relationships, histories
and service systems vary between communities, and
aim to support change thatis locally meaningful and
sustainable. They ofteninvolve local collaboration,
coordination and shared decision-making.

Prevention

Actions that reduce the likelihood of harm, hardship or
disadvantage before they occur. Prevention can take
many forms, including strengthening relationships and
social connections, promoting social and emotional
skills, supporting families early, and addressing the
social conditions that contribute to poor outcomes.

Relational practice

Anapproach that placesrelationships at the centre
of support, recognising that connection, trust and
attunement are essential to wellbeing and change.
Relational practice focuses on how people relate
to one another, and how services build and sustain
meaningful human connection.

Social connection

Asense of closeness, belonging and mutual
support between people. Social connection
supports mental health and wellbeing, and can
be built through relationships with family, friends,
peers, communities or services.

Social impact

The effect of programs, services or systems on
people’slives and communities. Socialimpact can
include changesin wellbeing, relationships, access
to support or broader social outcomes.

Systemic barriers / structural disadvantage

The conditions and systems that limit people’s
opportunities, resources or outcomes based

on factors like income, identity, geography or
discrimination. These barriers are often embedded
in policies, institutions and social norms, and can
affectbothindividuals and communities overtime.

Youth-led

Programs, projects or decisions shaped and driven
by young people. Youth-led work centres young
people’sideas, priorities and leadership, recognising
their capacity toinfluence change and take actionin
theircommunities.
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