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PROTOTYPING LEARNINGS

Prototyping period:  April – August 2017
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Prototyping the Linker Network
Our big picture ambition is that the Linker Network will be 
business as usual for all early intervention service providers 
throughout NSW, but before we get there we needed to provide 
evidence that the ideas work. So NSW Department of Family and 
Community Services (FACS) approved a six-month prototype in 
FACS Western Sydney Nepean Blue Mountains (WSNBM) 
District, to test with willing service providers in the Blue 
Mountains, Willmot and the Parramatta based services of 
Uniting. 

In the prototyping period, we have succeeded in demonstrating 
that our vision for the Linker Network is achievable. We have 
evidence that the assumptions and ideas that underpin the 
Linker Network model, when applied in real life do result in an 
improved experience for people accessing services.

The Purpose of this Document
This document captures the learnings from all three cycles to help 
us understand the pivots we made along the way and how we got 
to where we are now.

Acknowledgement
We would like to thank Uniting and all the organsiations in the 
Blue Mountians and Willmot who participated in the prototyping 
phase. Their willingness to test the model and provide feedback 
has been invaluable in developing the Linker Network.

LINKER NETWORK – PROTOTYPING
CONSOLIDATED LEARNINGS
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In late 2016, a proposal was put to FACS to support a prototyping 
period designed to test the assumptions and ideas embedded in the 
Linker Network, a new service provision model developed through a 
District wide co-design process with the NGO sector. We, the Linker 
Network (NGO/FACS) project team, used prototyping to develop, 
test, and improve the idea of the Linker Network at a conceptual 
stage before large-scale resources are committed to implementation. 
It is a way of working which has allowed us to experiment, 
evaluate, learn, refine and adapt the Linker Network model into an 
even stronger one. It has helped us ensure that the ideas are fully 
explored before any conclusions are drawn.

We ran the prototype over 3 cycles between April – August 2017 
across three sites to ensure it wasn’t tested in isolation:

1. Blue Mountains: several service organisations and different 
stakeholders over a range of locations in the Blue Mountains, 
where some service organisations may offer more than one 
service, including early intervention services.

2. Uniting: several locations in Western Sydney, and with multiple 
integrated services from one service provider organisation.

3. Willmot: One suburb where multiple integrated services from 
multiple service provider organisations deliver services via the 
local school and community hub.

What did we do?

We set out to test the Linker Network Service Model with 
service providers and frontline workers to learn and refine 
the service model

LINKER NETWORK – PROTOTYPING
CONSOLIDATED LEARNINGS

The Linker Network will be rolled-out to service providers in 
greater Western Sydney. The Linker Network, while still in 
its infancy, has been demonstrated to be an effective way to 
get improved outcomes for people, families and our 
communities and in getting service providers to coordinate 
better with each other. Given this, FACS Western Sydney 
Nepean Blue Mountains District is committed to supporting 
the Linker Network as a preferred practice model and 
encourages all its early intervention and prevention service 
providers to join up to the Linker Network.

What’s next?
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We ran the prototype across three cycles with distinct 
learning objectives

LINKER NETWORK – PROTOTYPING
CONSOLIDATED LEARNINGS

Cycle 1 helped us to learn how workers 
came to understand the service model as a 
whole. As it was the first time they had 
encountered the concept of the Linker 
Network service propositions, it was 
important to understand how they 
interpreted it and applied it to their work.

CYCLE 1 CYCLE 2 CYCLE 3

Cycle 2 allowed us to learn more about 
the tools as service providers became 
familiar with the concept. We received 
detailed feedback related to the 
functionality and content of the each 
service proposition and related tools. This 
cycle helped cement the importance of 
flexibility in being key for service 
providers to embrace the Linker Network.

By Cycle 3, we were confident that the 
Linker Network was creating the positive 
impact with clients that we had set out for. 
We used this cycle to apply our learnings 
to refine the Playbook and tools, while 
shifting our focus to understand the 
barriers for implementation and designing 
the end-to-end experience for service 
providers to ensure they get the support 
they need to be successful Linkers. 

UNDERSTAND THE CONCEPT OF 
THE LINKER NETWORK

UNDERSTAND USABILITY AND 
FUNCTIONALITY OF THE TOOLS

UNDERSTAND THE 
IMPLEMENTATION BARRIERS

AND EXPERIENCE

How organisations and workers:
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There were high level recurring themes across each cycle

LINKER NETWORK – PROTOTYPING
CONSOLIDATED LEARNINGS

Engagement

Some providers were reluctant to engage with the Linker 
Network (LN) prototyping at first, and those that did 
engage were (for the most part) only practicing small 
aspects of the wider process.

This was due to a few reasons: 
• lack of upfront training
• reluctance to use the tools
• lack of top down authority
• feeling amongst providers that they were already 

‘working this way’
• unsure how the LN fits in with the TEI reform

Engagement with the Linker Network increased after 
training sessions were held, however there were still 
some barriers to getting everyone on board. Each site 
experienced unique challenges and successes in terms of 
engagement.

Blue Mountains and Uniting had good levels of 
engagement, however there was still a lot to learn at 
each site. Prototyping at Willmot unfolded differently to 
the others – it was slower, more organic and much more 
based on relationships – so a facilitated workshop was 
held to understand this in more detail.

Engagement across all three sites was fairly high by 
cycle three, as providers began to see the benefits 
working collaboratively had for clients. The challenge 
moving on from prototyping will be to keep 
engagement with existing organisations high whilst 
also attracting and inducting new orgs (within and 
outside of FACS funded services) as the LN is rolled 
out and scaled.

Culture 
Change

It became obvious after cycle one that a shift in focus 
would be needed for providers to see the LN is behavioural
and mindset change, rather than just being about using 
new tools and processes.

There was a perception amongst providers that they ‘do 
this already’ however client feedback did not always 
support this.

There was still some resistance to behavioural change. 
We needed to unpack what ‘we do this already’ means, 
and then respectfully challenge the habits and mindsets 
that were acting as barriers to a more collaborative way 
of working. 

Some providers began seeing that the LN is less about 
using tools, and more about achieving positive outcomes 
for clients consistently across the sector - they were 
receiving positive feedback from clients which in turn 
provided valuable learnings for prototyping.

Providers are seeing the benefits of the LN as they 
learn to use the tools as secondary support for the 
overall behavioural change needed. Clients are having 
better experiences in the system and this is further 
encouraging providers to change their behaviours.

Creating a mindset shift through the Linker Network 
requires visible leadership from the top. Providers 
expressed the benefits of having the ‘top-down 
authority’ to give them permission to work differently 
and more collaboratively.

Collaboration

There was confusion initially about 
a) what other organisations were in the LN, 
b) what services they provided, and 
c) how providers go about reaching out and connecting 

with the other orgs.

There was also hesitation about trusting other 
organisations to uphold the principles and standards of 
the LN. We observed a mentality of ‘if they don’t uphold 
their side of LN, why should I?’ in some of the feedback 
from providers. We needed to emphasise more strongly 
that LN is first and foremost about creating a collaborative 
service delivery model.

Again there was a need for further emphasis that LN is 
a fundamentally different way of working, and that 
collaboration is the key to delivering consistently high 
customer service across the sector.

By cycle three providers could see the benefits in 
adopting sector wide collaborative practices. It was 
articulated that true collaboration requires 
organisational commitment, so that all organisations 
in the LN can have confidence that everyone is 
working at the same high standard to deliver 
consistently positive experiences for clients in the 
system.

One of the service providers summed it up quite 
nicely with their quote — “The Linker Network is the 
antidote to individualism.”

CYCLE 1 CYCLE 2 CYCLE 3
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But, there were also quite specific learnings within 
each prototyping site

LINKER NETWORK – PROTOTYPING
CONSOLIDATED LEARNINGS

Blue Mountains Uniting Willmot

• Having strong pre-existing relationships with service 
providers allowed Damian to engage with them on a 
1-on-1 basis to get the prototyping moving but this 
was challenging due to distance and time limitations.

• There was already a strong culture of collaboration 
but we were not as clear in the early stages about how 
and what we wanted them to do, so it was easy ‘nod 
heads’ but not do anything differently.

• The tools (referral cards, Slack and collateral) were 
well-received but people got hung up on the specifics 
of the tools and some used that as a reason to stop 
using them.

• The best response we had was from organisations
with leaders who were naturally open to 
opportunities, but change like this required strong 
leadership to get past the initial resistance.

• A number of frontline workers naturally connected 
with the project in a positive way, but some staff 
thought they were required to use all the Linker 
Network tools (and as a result, didn’t want to do it at 
all).

• Uniting had strong organisation leadership and 
support from the Director down which helped to get 
the prototype started, but it was difficult to fit into 
their funding structure which comes from various 
sources.

• It was advantageous to have a range of materials 
from the outset, but the Playbook was long and at 
first, unclear which parts were relevant to different 
parts of the organisation.

• There was an existing organisational commitment 
to a ‘no wrong door’ policy which aligned well with 
the Linker Network

• There was a lack of understanding by their 
marketing and branding people who struggled to see 
the value of having another set of branding sitting 
alongside Uniting’s.

• Depending on the Uniting service type, the Linker 
model is more closely aligned with program service 
delivery (e.g. OOHC vs. counselling context).

• Prototyping Willmot unfolded at a slower rate, 
but more organically than expected. Community 
development work, by nature,  is relationship-
based so providers in Willmot embraced the 
principles quite intuitively (as opposed to 
following a process). 

• Community members advocated for the 
introduction of the Linker Network but there has 
been a legacy of previous place-based attempts 
that had not delivered as intended.

• There was a somewhat established group to work 
with but no clear designated ‘co-ordinator’ to 
drive the Linker Network.

• The tools (website and referral cards) were 
‘handy’ but were reported to be too formal and 
not applicable to early phases of community work 
(i.e. based on relationships, not paper)

• The Working in Willmot group had committed to 
working together to improve outcomes but there 
were feelings of confusion (due to other reforms) 
and not sure how it fits into other pre-existing 
place-based work.
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We also sought to understand how the Linker Network 
could work better for CALD communities   

LINKER NETWORK – PROTOTYPING
CONSOLIDATED LEARNINGS

Theme Ideas

Setting a clear objective and articulating the differences
• There are many inconsistencies of service across the sector impacting the client experience and the 

help they receive. The Linker Network is not necessarily a new concept – many organisations
already seek to be ‘client focused’. So for many, it will help to formalise what they are already doing. 
But, for others, there will be a need to be clearer about how the Linker Network is different to what 
we’ve tried doing in the past.

• Set a clear and simple ‘objective’ (in one 
sentence) outlining the differences we hope 
to achieve

• Refine some of the messaging already in 
the Playbook to reflect a simpler objective

Language will be a big barrier to the Linker Network for CALD communities
• Many CALD clients don’t speak English and expressed that they usually have negative experiences 

no matter where they go, eventually being directed back to CMRC. It’s important to be able to 
understand what their needs are in order to make the right referrals regardless of what language 
they speak. Interpreters will play a big role in this space. CMRC have a diverse staff with different 
language backgrounds to draw from, but that’s not the case with every service providers.

• In Local Linker Networks, if CALD 
communities is a big part of who they 
serve, to use Collective Brokerage to source 
interpreters for their clients.

Early on in the prototyping phase, we received feedback from service providers that the 
Linker Network, the Playbook and tools needed to be more inclusive of diverse clients, 
including CALD clients. We engaged with CMRC to understand how the Linker Network 
could better align with the needs of CALD communities. 

This process helped us highlight that we also need to better understand the needs of 
Aboriginal communities to determine how the model might be adapted by Aboriginal 
services.
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We also sought to understand how the Linker Network could work better for CALD 
communities (continued)  

LINKER NETWORK – PROTOTYPING
CONSOLIDATED LEARNINGS

Theme Ideas

The Linker mindset will be key to unlocking trust and consistent client experiences
• CMRC agree that the Linker mindset will help to create consistent experiences for all clients, from 

first contact all the way through to referrals and intake as ‘assessment works both ways’. As you are 
trying to ‘assess’ the client in understanding their needs, the client will also ‘assess’ you in terms of 
the trust they can build with the worker. 

• Clients may feel reluctant to share their information in the first instance, so service providers will 
need to be sensitive about that. They will need to give clients a sense of control, clearly explaining 
what will happen next and ask for consent to share their information.

• Include a module in the Linker Network 
training about working with CALD clients, 
drawing on CMRC’s ’Beyond Diversity’ 
training (Geneive O-Connor)

Outlining clear expectations for organisations will help get management buy-in
• CMRC would like to become a member of the Linker Network concept, but will need to understand 

the specific expectations being asked of them to convince their leaders for broader organisational
buy-in. We acknowledged that we will continue to experience similar challenges with other service 
providers as we broaden the membership of the Linker Network.

• Package up existing ‘how to convince your 
boss’ materials into a document that 
outlines expectations and next steps to 
help workers get organisational buy-in.

Local Linker Networks will help us push existing networks
• CMRC deal with many service organisations in their day-to-day operations, but haven’t had the 

opportunity (or time) to learn from each other, understand each other’s challenges and grow their 
own practice. It’s difficult to put time into relationships beyond existing KPIs but we hope the Local 
Linker Networks will help to encourage proactive relationship building.

Comprehensive Playbook – we didn’t realise it was a prototype!
• In the prototyping period, the Linker Network project team wrote the Playbook with the end-state 

in mind. At the same time, CMRC was engaged early on in the prototyping period so when they 
read the Playbook they didn’t realise the Linker Network was still being prototyped. A lot of their 
initial questions and feedback had been resolved through the refinements we made from our 
learnings. But, it became clear in our discussion that communications would be required to allow all 
service organisations understand where we are in the process and what the next steps are.

• Craft a communications piece to update 
service providers
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CYCLE ONE: 
FIRST RESPONSES
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WHAT WE HEARD:

We had intended for the 
Linker Network to be a 
mindset and behavioral 
change, but people are 
seeing it more as a 
process-based change

I struggled going back and forth to different services, 
finding out what might work for the client. Most people 

referred me to someone else, and explained that they 
weren't able to help. I finally found one place that could 

deal with the client’s situation, and have spoken to 
them five or six times. I just hung up the phone after 

hearing from the client that she will definitely go to the 
drop in centre. I will then check on her on Wednesday 

to see how it all went. I’m glad I was able to do the 
ringing around instead of her.

- Worker feedback

THEME ONE

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR US?

There is an obvious need for a clearer 
message about the behavioural changes 
we are looking to make with the new 
Linker Network model. Ultimately, it’s 
about changing the way organisations
collaborate with one another in service 
of the client’s need as opposed to 
changing the way each person needs to 
work within their role and organisation.

We need to understand where best to 
integrate this message and how it gets 
circulated to everyone.

• Teach providers that getting the client from point A to B is not necessarily a linear process; the 
client needs to be guided through the system with as much or as little help as they require. 
Each case will be different and so different steps will be taken.

• There needs to be training on how to use the playbook; potential to recontextualize the playbook 
to be less prescriptive and more of a reference document

• Help people recognise what their specific role is and direct them to the sections of the playbook 
that apply to them so it is more manageable. “Know your role and do it well”

• Frame ‘being a Linker’ as a living part of every day and build it into the principles, mindset and 
behavior of services — “We all think like a Linker”.

• When a client is in crisis mode, they do not always have the time or ability to navigate the 
system for themselves. Therefore, it is the responsibility of the provider to navigate through the 
services and ensure they receive the help and support that they need to get out of crisis mode. 
When the client is no longer in crisis mode they will have been empowered with the ability to 
determine their own path.

WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT IT?

THEME ONE

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE
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PLAYBOOK
• In refining the playbook, we need to think about how we 

might present the narrative. It needs to start with WHY, WHAT 
then show HOW:
- WHY:

We are looking for the best possible outcomes for clients
The Linker Network needs to be built around the 
experience and outcome for the client
How do you view your relationship with the client?
What does it mean to be a Linker?

- WHAT:
The Linker Network model

- HOW:
“Here are a range of tools you can use”
Checklist

• Feature a quick reminder of the big picture on each page, and 
how the page contents are working towards achieving the end 
goal for the client 

• Make sure elements stand well alone – if a provider hasn’t read 
the playbook then the checklist comes across quite badly

• Be mindful of language and tone to engage workers across levels 
of experience e.g. use language like ‘leading practice’

• The messaging in the Playbook needs flexible elements 
(i.e. there needs to be a checklist of sorts to make sure providers 
understand and are conveying everything the role entails, but it 
needs to be written and formatted in a way that isn’t formulaic).

CHECKLIST
• This was upsetting to lots of people as the language was too specific 

and made people feel as though a level of incompetence was 
assumed. 

• Use less specific prompts – e.g. instead of saying ‘do not pick up 
your pen for 15 minutes,’ just remind people that the most 
important thing is listening to the client and understanding their 
situation, and that the clients needs come first (before ticking boxes 
or filling quotas)

• Change the way the checklist is framed – make it about 
behavior/practice/principles with a client experience emphasis

TRAINING
• The training we provide should be designed to draw the 

assumptions out from the providers and to make them conscious or 
aware of them. For example, “I already do that; I follow the rules” –
this can make a provider seem robotic or disconnected. Instead, 
reexamine behaviours to treat clients with empathy and respect, 
become more engaged with them and deliver a better client 
experience. 

• We need to give providers the tools to achieve a client centred 
outcome rather than focusing on the process. We could switch the 
process around and START with the goal for the client (e.g. that 
they feel heard, that the system is navigated for them, that they 
receive the help and support they need).

• In our trianing, we need to reiterate that providers are there to 
empathise with the client, rather than tick boxes off a checklist.
I.e. the goal is to get the client from A – B and assist them on their 
journey; problem solve for them; navigate the system.

THEME ONE

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE

SPECIFIC IDEAS:
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Almost cruel
. - Worker feedback

WHAT WE HEARD:

There was a perception of 
poor timing of the roll out of 
the Linker Network; that it is 
‘more work’ on top of 
Targeted Early Intervention 
(TEI) and other reforms.

THEME TWO

Unconscionable
- Worker feedback

The timing was crap
. - Worker feedback

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE
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• Service providers perceive the Linker Network and TEI 
reform as separate and therefore feel like the Linker 
Network is extra work on top of an already heavy 
workload

• TEI and Linker Network are actually super aligned. 
Both are trying to achieve the same end goal – only that 
the Linker Network is taking a ‘bottom-up’ approach, 
whereas the TEI reform is taking a ‘top-down approach.

• We need to communicate the intention of TEI and 
reinforce its alignment with the Linker Network, that is,  
recognise that TEI reform is looking for the Linker 
Network to support them.

• Start with the NGO forum on 24th May
• Consider how we might use existing local 

governance/districts to guide decision-making
• Understand how we might leverage data collection (e.g

customer experience, performance and reporting) to 
learn, celebrate successes and ultimately break siloes. 

THEME TWO

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR US? WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT IT?

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE

SPECIFIC IDEAS:
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If there are other Linkers out 
there in the district, it would 

be great to know who they are.
- Worker feedback

WHAT WE HEARD:

There was a desire to 
understand who is part of the 
Linker Network, what services 
they provide and whether they 
could trust that their client 
would get the help they need

THEME THREE

There is a need for a database where all 
the info can be kept and then accessed 
by the Linked services. Maybe similar 
to what is used in the health system?

- Worker feedback

We need to know what other services 
offer before we can link to them. We 

need more information for our referrals 
as we do not want to send a client to a 
service that does not meet their needs.

- Worker feedback

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE
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• Providers don’t know what other services or people are 
part of the Linker Network. As a result, they are 
hesitant to make referrals or may not give the best 
link/referral to a client. We need a way to help providers 
find and link with services that match the clients 
specific needs and thus provide the best support option.

• There is a need to share info about who is part of the 
network and what services are available. This will lead 
to stronger relationships between organisations and 
mutual accountability.

THEME THREE

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR US? WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT IT?

• We need to investigate whether what we are doing with HS Net (if 
anything)

• Explore use of CTARS for workers navigating the network
• Explore activities/events to bring Linkers together 
- ‘formal’ presentations
- informal networking E.g. morning teas on LGA basis (link to TEI 

reform) or facilitated by FACS/PEAKS

• Encourage local networks to agree on use of a shared  
platform for connecting staff and services, such as SLACK, 
Patchwork, or HS NET. 

• Organise LGA based activities and events that will help 
people form bonds and relationships throughout the 
network that will help them make more informed decisions 
as well as create mutual accountability.

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE

SPECIFIC IDEAS:
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The Linker Network means that you’re part of a team, so 
you’re getting support from a whole team of services and 
people seem to really like this idea. They feel supported 
and they also feel that if things aren’t working out how 
they need they can approach those trusted relationships 

(with the school for example) to speak up. When in the past 
they haven’t been happy with a service/person within a 

service or they haven’t had a positive experience, they’ve
felt as though they couldn’t raise it with anyone. They’ve
either disengaged or rubbished the service, when perhaps 
it just wasn’t the right fit or didn’t have the right focus. 

The Linker Network helps overcome this.
- Worker feedback

WHAT WE OBSERVED:

‘Linkers’ was the most 
widely tested prototype and 
was well received. But, 
people currently see the 
Linker Network as a 
‘network of individual 
linkers’ and not a ‘broader 
collaborative network’ to 
find services that match 
their client’s need

THEME FOUR

To date, we have not used the Linker 
model outside of the centre.

- Worker feedback

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR US? WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT IT?

• There is a lack of a common vision across the services involved 
in the Linker Network. 

• The Linker Network is seen as a benefit to the organisation 
rather than a benefit to the client

• There are no macro tools that help providers see the big picture 
and where they sit within it leading to inconsistent roll out and 
inconsistent resourcing (support)

• There hasn’t been enough leadership both on the ground and 
within organisations to champion the use of the Linker 
Network

• Providers feel constrained within the guides/rules of the 
playbook as it has been written sequentially but helping the 
client isn’t always a straightforward process

• Develop macro-tools that can be given to providers to communicate the 
common vision of the Linker Network, and the roll each individual 
and each organisation plays within it

• Consider ways that will create better integration with the TEI reform 
• Find ways to have more conversations that engage workers and create 

a sense of community 

• Create a local governance structure to oversee the Linker 
Network, potentially drawing on the TEI reform groups

• Consider renaming the network to ‘Linked Network’ to portray 
a ‘linked network of services’ as opposed to a ‘network of 
individual Linkers’

• Understand how we might get stronger organisational buy in

THEME FOUR

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE

SPECIFIC IDEAS:
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The referral card does not address in the 
section ‘What Happens Next’ what will 
happen when a client is referred to a 

non- Linker support service.

-Worker feedback

WHAT WE HEARD:

There is a need to re-engage 
organisations who participated in 
the earlier co-design workshops, 
and communicate with 
organisations and agencies not 
included in the Linker Network

THEME FIVE

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR US? WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT IT?

THEME FIVE

• The perception is that it will not a genuine Linker 
Network if it only includes FACS-funded organisations. 
There is a reduced level of effectiveness of the local 
service system and reduced Linker Network reach for 
clients and service providers if they refer to organisations
outside of the Network.

• We need to consider how we will involve health and other 
inter-sector agencies and non-FACS funded services in 
the Network, as well as other critical services who are not 
currently involved in the prototyping phase.

• Identify services that exist outside of the Linker Network – start 
with priority services then expand to outer reach

• Follow up with representatives from organisations that aren’t 
connected

• Promote the Linker Network and recruit more services and 
organisations to become part of it

• Explore established local working groups and membership 
in relation to the Linker Network

• Identify local Linker Network champions to promote and expand 
the network from the ground up

• Present the Linker Network at Service Delivery Reform meetings 
and encourage services to join (top down approach)

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE

SPECIFIC IDEAS:
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WHAT WE HEARD:

People are saying they “already 
do this”, but it does not 
consistently translate into the 
lived experiences of clients

THEME SIX

So far not much has changed, other 
than some new processes.

-Worker feedback

It is my absolute belief that this 
organisation has worked to the Linker 

model previously.
- worker f-Worker feedback

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR US? WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT IT?

Clients have told us that they do not feel that providers 
are already doing these services consistently, so we can 
assume that:
• Providers aren’t thinking systematically
• The Linker Network is being interpreted as a referral 

system, rather than an opportunity to develop a culture 
of collaboration

• Providers are only seeing the Linker Network as a 
‘warm greeting/referral’ (which they already do) rather 
than a holistic mindset they need to adopt

• We need to get the message across about a holistic approach, and 
help people interpret the material as part of the broader picture

• We need to remember that we are dealing with different levels of 
knowledge and a system wide process that places the client 
experience at its core

COMMON WELCOME APPROACH

• We need to find ways to engage and train people so they see the big 
picture

• There is potential for a self assessment/reflective practice activity
• Help providers ensure their customer service skills are of the highest 

standard

COLLABORATION

• Help people understand that the whole system is about collaboration
• Restructure the Playbook to place collaboration at the forefront

• Encourage organisations to offer customer service training to 
their staff

• Provide a tool that allows for self assessment / reflective practice 
• Reframe the Linker Network as a reflection tool to understand 

how they could provide a better service — i.e. “I’m doing this 
already BUT what could I do better?”

THEME SIX

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE

SPECIFIC IDEAS:
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People wanted the training to be 
available earlier.

The Linker Network gives workers 
permission to persist and to work with 
new cohorts of services and clients.

We chose to conduct the training at the start of Cycle 2 because 
we wanted people to become familiar with the content before they 
completed the training. However, we acknowledge that this may 
have created confusion for some providers. This feedback has 
allowed us to reflect on when we might offer free training during 
the roll-out of the model to the rest of the District.

Feedback revealed that people feel like they now have 
permission and contractual  flexibility to ‘go the extra mile’ for 
families, as well as feeling more comfortable following up with 
other workers. However, some people are unsure what they 
actually have permission for as there is a lack of common 
understanding of the broader Linker Network.

ADDTIONAL THEMES

WHAT WE HEARD:

OTHER THEMES:

WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT IT?

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE
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Overall, we need to give more 
consideration to tools :
• Flexibility
• CALD-friendly
• Language

People felt the language in the Playbook needed to be more 
inclusive of a consider a wider group of clients (e.g. CALD 
backgrounds). Some providers also thought the language in the 
Playbook too simplistic and at times, even insulting. We will 
address these points as we continue through the ongoing cycles 
to, but right now we haven’t received enough feedback for any 
major changes. So we will continue into Cycle 2 with the current 
materials.

OTHER THEMES

There is a desire to create space for 
co-branding, particularly for big, 
established organisations.

Some providers are worried that clients will not know where they 
have been referred from. This is a problem we will address in a 
later cycle as we haven’t had enough feedback about the tools to 
understand how impactful it is to the client’s experience.

WHAT WE HEARD: WHAT DO WE DO ABOUT IT?

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE



25

• The feedback from the parents and families has been very 
positive – they feel part of a ‘team’ support.

• There is a visible change occurring. Parents seem more 
connected and willing to trust our school as a centre of local 
support. Meetings with our partners are improving as we now 
have a united vision towards linking.

• Just hung up from linking and the client said “Thanks, you 
guys have been so great!”

• Feedback so far has been really positive! Parents have 
mentioned that it felt ’easy’ and that ‘it worked!’ and this is 
coming from families that we have been trying to engage for 
many months. These families have been ‘linked’ but even more 
importantly, they have continued to engage! Which is a real 
game changer for us.

• The chit chat between parents has been really positive. I have 
even overheard parents telling other parents what the Linker 
Network is and how positive it is.

• Being part of the Linker Network has given us permission to 
more readily approach other services and more importantly to 
remain in contact and touch base with to ensure the needs of 
the client are being met. The families also see this and feel the 
‘wrap around.’

• A very distressed young woman with a dog presented at close 
of business, we did use the linker resources to capture 
numbers and appointments and record for her, a staff member 
accompanied her to two of the appointments the next day. She 
declined the plan. Interestingly for the three agencies we 
contacted for her none of them had heard of the Linker 
Network when we said we were part of the Network.

FEEDBACK FROM OUR CLIENTS:

CLIENT FEEDBACK

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE ONE
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CYCLE TWO: 
LEARNINGS AND PATHWAY FORWARD
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We have officially wrapped up Cycle 2 of the Linker 
Network Prototyping Phase. 
Thank you for your participation and feedback as insights gained are 
crucial for helping us create a Linker Network that works for both the 
service providers and their clients. The project team has spent time 
collating and reflecting on everyone’s feedback and have captured 
the themes and actions for Cycle 3 on the following pages. 

We are at a critical point for clarifying perceptions & 
communicating more broadly. 
Overwhelmingly, the feedback so far is that the Linker Network is a 
good model to pursue to help service providers improve outcomes 
for clients. However, there seems to be a disconnect related to 
perceptions and behaviours in ‘doing the requirements of the Linker 
Network’ as an individual service versus being part of a whole, 
collaborative system involves a consistent, replicable approach to 
service delivery.

In Cycle 3, we will be continuing to collect feedback on the tools and 
resources, while  focusing on what implementation looks like for the 
three very different prototyping sites, and ensuring that service 
providers and FACS staff are engaged and well supported with 
information, training and ongoing support.

We are at a critical time for communicating 
more broadly to the sector! While we still 

want to learn more about how the Linker’s 
tools and resources are working, it is clear 

that the Linker Network more about 
organisational and system level changes, as 
well as shifting mindsets and behaviours to 

enable a collaborative customer service 
model. We need to show how providers can 

engage and benefit from embracing the 
Linker Network, otherwise we will be left in 

the same position as we were before

— Linker Network Team

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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THEME: CULTURE CHANGE

It has become increasingly obvious that 
the Linker Network is not only about 
using the right process and tools but 
about how we change people’s mindset 
and behaviours to see the system wide 
benefits enabling a much more 
collaborative service sector.

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO WE NEED TO LEARN?

• ‘We do this already’ – we need to unpack what this means. What part of the 
Linker model do providers feel they are already doing, and what behaviours 
does this translate into? We need to respectfully challenge people’s habitual 
behaviours and individualistic approach to working and encourage a 
collaborative mindset.

• Reluctance to adopt the Linker model could potentially be the result of decades 
worth of institutionalised defensiveness and resistance from past reforms, so 
there is a need to communicate positive intentions and restore trust. 
Furthermore, some of the fear and reluctance may stem from a lack of 
authorising environment and top down support so we need to evaluate how the 
system needs to change in order to accommodate the needs of providers and 
make sure they are supported.

WHAT DID WE HEAR?

I appreciate that more attention is now 
being paid to trying to get workers to 
collaborate between agencies. This 
should help improve services in NSW. 

- Worker feedback

I didn't do any linking. 
We already work this way.

- Worker feedback

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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THEME: ENGAGEMENT

We want to use this last cycle as an 
opportunity to significantly increase 
engagement and use of the Linker 
Network, to ensure we are learning as 
much as we can before the end of the 
prototyping period.

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO WE NEED TO LEARN?

• BLUE MOUNTAINS
This area has progressed the most with the Linker Network and has provided 
useful learnings for wider scale roll out. We will be running the first local Linker 
Network working group in the Blue Mountains.

• WILLMOT
• Organisations working in Willmot are drawn together around their focus on the 

local primary school and the community hub rather having a connection that 
includes contracts or funding arrangements with FACS. Willmot requires 
entirely a relationship approach with the key people in the Working in Willmot 
collaborative practice group which includes community members. There is also a 
need for one on one conversations to get people on board, as well as less focus on 
this group using the paper based tools and resources.
Place Based Integrated Service: We need identify a central co-ordinator for the 
school and the hub.

• UNITING
We want to look at expanding beyond FACS funded services and first cohort. It 
is easier to implement here as there is top down influence from their Director 
Resilient Families, however there is still a lot of learning to determine how well 
the LN can work within a large organisation. 

Ø We need to find people that are the ‘advocates’ in each prototyping site and 
foster their enthusiasm/keep them engaged so they can champion the LN and 
help get others on board.

WHAT DID WE HEAR?

There has not been a lot of contact with 
the Linker program and no ongoing 
contact at this point with clients

- Worker feedback
.

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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THEME: CAPTURING CLIENT FEEDBACK TO AFFIRM BUSINESS CASE

The one voice we have yet to hear 
directly from are the clients themselves. 
While we have received anecdotal 
feedback from providers, we’d like to 
use the opportunity to get real-life 
client stories.

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO WE NEED TO LEARN?

• BLUE MOUNTAINS
Providers can recommend clients to participate in one on one interviews to gain 
detailed insights into how the experience has changed. Questions should be 
specific: 
- Has having a Linker made your experience more positive?
- What aspects of the experience have changed?
- Were you treated well?
- Were you helped with your problems? 

• WILLMOT
Conduct a facilitated workshop with key members of the Working in Willmot 
group and members of the community as well as capturing any anecdotal 
feedback from the community that validates the LN. The school has written LN 
into their 3 year plan, which shows their willingness to get on board.

• UNITING
Utilise the research arm at Uniting and see if they can help us get direct 
feedback from clients.

Ø TEI – Survey/RBA approach to get feedback on the quality of the impact LN has 
for clients; do they feel better off now than before.

WHAT DID WE HEAR?

There is a visible change occurring. 
Parents seem more connected and 
willing to trust our school as a centre 
of local support. Meetings with our 
partners are improving as we now 
have a united vision re linking.

- Worker feedback

Just hung up from linking and the 
client said 'thanks, you guys have 
been so great'. 

- Worker feedback

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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THEME: ARTICULATE HOW THE LINKER NETWORK CREATES A BETTER EXPERIENCE FOR 
EVERYONE INVOLVED

It is clear from the feedback that we 
have not communicated exactly what 
makes the Linker Network different 
from before and how it makes the 
process easier for both service providers 
and clients. This needs to be addressed. 

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO WE NEED TO LEARN?

• Our ambition for the Linker Network is that clients enter the system, they are 
shown exactly where to go to get the help they need, and when they are ready, 
they leave the system stronger. Every person that goes through the system 
should have a positive and consistent experience. Regardless of what level each 
organisation is at with adopting the LN, everyone should be working with this 
common goal in mind – everyone needs to be moving in the same direction.

• The new authorising environment in FACS allows for this way of working to 
become the consistent approach across the  service system in WSNBM as 
opposed to individual services working this way with clients in isolation to the 
system

• It’s a great opportunity for the sector to embed this way of working which 
they’ve been advocating for many years to do.

WHAT DID WE HEAR?

What worked well was knowing that 
I was responsible for calling around, 
and so I had all the information and 
could relay it simply to her; rather 
than her calling around and having 
to retell her story each time, and 
then having to report back to me 
with what she had learned. Linking 
made it less confusing for both of us.

- Worker feedback

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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THEME: THE LINKER NETWORK IS FLIPPING THE SYSTEM

We are fundamentally asking providers 
to work differently than they have been 
asked to in the past. We need to help 
them understand how the Linker 
Network is different and has tangible 
benefits for providers.

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO WE NEED TO LEARN?

• We want to move from a ‘JB HIFI’ customer experience model where retail 
assistants are too busy stacking shelves and maintaining the shop to help 
customers, to an ‘Apple Store’ customer experience where there are minimal to 
no shelves to be stacked and therefore retail assistants are always ready and 
waiting to achieve the best possible outcome for customers needs. 

• We need to remove the ‘shelf stacking’ activities from providers’ day to day work 
in order to give them the time to listen and work towards solving clients 
problems with a level of comfort and accountability. The system needs to be 
restructured to make it easy for providers to be as helpful as possible, and not be 
overloaded with work.

• We need to flip the system to become human-centred, and roll out the reforms in 
a different way. It could be useful to look at case studies from other 
organisations or networks with limited resources that have flipped their 
structure from process/system driven to human-centred, and use them as a 
guide.

Ø Can we get advice from a company that uses a human-centred (akin to the same 
philosophy as Apple) approach to systems to talk to us and learn from?

WHAT DID WE HEAR?

It takes a bit for people to get the 
idea of what the Linker means…

- Worker feedback

Being part of the Linker Network gives 
us 'permission' to more readily approach 
other services and more importantly to 
remain in contact and touch base with to 
ensure the needs of the client are being 
met. The families also see this and feel 
the 'wrap around'.

- Worker feedback

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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THEME: INTEGRATING THE TEI REFORM & LINKER NETWORK

We need to better understand and 
articulate how the Linker Network fits 
in with the broader TEI reform and 
what this looks like for service 
providers. It will be hugely beneficial 
for providers to understand the bigger 
picture and how the Linker network is 
part of the District response to the TEI 
reform and will contribute to their 
transition plans and help them achieve 
the TEI outcomes. 

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO WE NEED TO LEARN?

There needs to be two levels of roll out happening simultaneously
1. Top down governance and enablers from the TEI reforms and system wide 

support and guidance
2. Bottom level/horizontal cultural and behavioural change as part of the 

Linker network to switch to a collaborative operating model

WHAT DID WE HEAR?

We need a leadership model 
for implementation. 

- Worker feedback

It’s more work on top of the 
TEI reforms!

- Worker feedback

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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WHAT WE NEED BY 
AUGUST

WHAT WE NEED TO 
DO NOW

WHAT WE NEED TO NEXT 
(DURING CYCLE 3) BY WHEN WHO

1. LEADERSHIP

Ownership
Clarity on who will take the 
Linker Network forward

• Engage the Linker Network’s Voice of Intent, 
Lisa Charet, to champion implementation 
Identify the most appropriate owner (e.g. 
FACS Secretary, FACS central office or 
external peak body)

• Identify the implementation team members

• Get buy in from other relevant FACS 
leadership

• Prepare for the FACS Board meeting with 
compelling business case

14 July Claudia, 
Damian, Di, 
Christine

2. COMPELLING BUSINESS CASE

Vision
Clear articulation of what the 
Linker Network looks like 
and how to take it forward 
into implementation

• Articulate vision (1-page fact sheet) – state-
wide, aligned to the Tune Report, Human 
Services Outcomes Framework and 
Premier’s priority

• Articulate what the Linker Network needs to 
look like to succeed

• Identify project team requirements and 
resources

• Present compelling business case End July Di, Christine

• Capture client feedback (2 clients from each 
prototyping site)
- Blue Mountains: ask providers for 

recommended clients to talk to
- Willmot: conduct facilitated workshop
- Uniting: engage with the research team 

to gather client feedback

• Consolidate learnings and client stories to 
demonstrate impact 

End July Di, Christine
(Andrea to 
provide 
questions)

Implementation Pathway

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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WHAT WE NEED BY 
AUGUST

WHAT WE NEED TO 
DO NOW

WHAT WE NEED TO NEXT
(DURING CYCLE 3) BY WHEN WHO

3. LINKER NETWORK ROLL-OUT

Service Provider 
Experience
Clear end-to-end view of the 
service provider ‘scale up’ 
experience 

• Send out clear communications to service 
providers on what will happen after August 
for continued buy-in

• Phone interviews with service providers to 
further unpack what they mean when they 
say ‘We do this already’

• Undertake new engagement activities for 
Cycle 3 across 3 prototype sites (see page 2)

• Finalise training framework and materials

• Present a case for change to service providers 
to ‘win their hearts and minds’

• Develop engagement and change
management strategy (including training set-
up, 1-on-1 engagement and ongoing support)

• Set up and deliver training for FACS 
Commissioning and Planning staff and TEI 
service providers

Beginning of 
August

Di, Damian, 
Claudia, 
Christine 
(with 2R 
support)

• Re-engage with CALD organisations to refine 
language

• Plan working session to brainstorm changes 
to the Playbook

• Revise playbook (2.0) to reflect all learnings 
from prototyping (language, flexibility, tools)
and restructure so overall context 
(organisational, system wide, consistency etc ) 
is articulated at start of each section 

End July Damian, 2R

• Engage FACSAR to input into the program 
logic

• Evaluation strategy that ensures we capture 
the right data

Ongoing Christine, 
Claudia

TEI Integration
Clear understanding of 
linkage between Linker 
Network and TEI reform

• Integrate TEI and Linker Network working 
groups

• Clear message and structure to help providers 
understand how Linker Network fits in with 
broader TEI network

• Work with organisations and managers to 
incorporate LN into the TEI transition plans to 
get everyone working collaboratively

Ongoing Di, Claudia,
Damian

Implementation Pathway (contd.)

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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Consistency	and	uniformity	across	organisations
Consolidates	what	everyone’s	doing
Emphasis	on	the	need	to	be	non-judgmental	

Simplicity	and	focussed	on	the	client	– its	logical
Provides	direction	and	purpose
Gives	a	name	to	what	were	already	doing
Client:	“She	wasn’t	expecting	me	to	keep	checking	in	
with	her	but	she	appreciated	it

Playbook	is	clear	on	what	it’s	set	up	to	do
Videos	are	good	in	breaking	it	up
Having	one	door	and	not	turning	families	away
Jill	case	study	was	useful
Referral	cards	are	useful	to	let	the	client	know	they	are	
supported
SLACK	– quick	responses	save	time	and	research
More	people	now	on	board	with	the	same	way	of	
thinking

Videos	are	good	– time	saving
Materials	are	clear	and	easy	to	comprehend
Great	for	services	who	don’t	already	do	this	
Formalising	the	principles	we	already	adhere	to	
Use	the	referral	card	now	instead	of	post-it	notes
Joint	brokerage	a	good	reminder	to	talk	to	other	
agencies

Permission	to	be	present	with	the	client	and	dedicate	
proper	time	to	them

The	language	wasn’t	so	condescending	
More	capacity	to	work	with	clients
Time/resources
Approach	was	better	tailored	to	clients	in	crisis
There	was	more	clarity	around	what	to	do	when	
services	aren’t	available	
More	clarity	around	part	time	Linkers	and	how	this	
affects	clients	

That	everyone	else	was	doing	it	
Posters	and	materials	were	more	portable

There	was	greater	clarity	around	which	tools	to	use	
Language	wasn’t	so	focussed	on	families
There	wasn’t	such	a	strong	expectation	around	no	
wrong	door	à promotional	language
There	was	greater	emphasis	on	‘people	before	paper’
Training	was	too	basic	and	statistics	for	why	this	is	
needed	were	insulting

Training	for	front	desk	workers
Split	between	workers	e.g.	volunteers,	managers	etc.

Knew	how	to	integrate	new	tools	with	existing	tools	
Had	a	good	understanding	of	what	other	services	do
The	Linker	Network	Plan	was	better	at	capturing	
clients	stories

FEEDBACK FROM OUR 
SERVICE PROVIDERS:

PROVIDER FEEDBACK

The	language	is	changed	to	be	less	condescending
Collective	brokerage	was	effective	in	addressing	
service	gaps

New	service	staff	were	encouraged	to	prioritise	
looking	at	the	Linker	website	and	tools

Non-TEI	services/agencies	were	also	involved	x4

There	was	involvement	from	other	agencies
Health,	education
There	was	an	asset	map
Who	has	what?	Can	help	with	what?
The	Linker	Network	was	adapted	better	for	the	
neighbourhood	centre	context
Less	reliance	on	paperwork
Getting	a	Linker
Language

The	referral	card	was	renamed	the	‘Connector	card’
SLACK	is	made	available	for	the	public	to	ask	
questions
There	was	better	acknowledgment	that	the	need	
for	more	funding	cant	be	solved	by	the	Linker	
Network

I LIKE I WISH WHAT IF

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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Language	
Issue	of	condescension	for	some
Clarity	not	an	issue
Focus	on	families	may	be	limiting	to	some	services

Having	other	agencies	involved

When	everyone	starts	using	it	then	it	will	be	good
Critical	mass

Gives	a	name	to	what	services	are	already	doing

Videos	are	a	good	alternative	to	the	Playbook
Time	saving

How	little	services	are	using	it	

Frustration	of	the	neighbourhood	centres	making	
the	Linker	Network	relevant	to	their	context
What	that	means	for	the	project	team	in	terms	of	
messaging	and	reframing	to	make	more	relevant

How	little	services	are	using	it
Uptake	of	tools	hasn’t	increased	since	training

FEEDBACK FROM OUR 
SERVICE PROVIDERS:

PROVIDER FEEDBACK

“The	change,	while	good,	won’t	eradicate	the	
wicked	problems”

“A	lot	of	it	was	just	calling	her	back	to	check	in.	She	
wasn’t	really	expecting	it	but	appreciated	it.”

“Even	I	found	it	confusing	and	overwhelming	trying	
to	find	the	right	help	for	her,	you’d	call	one	and	
they’d	say	‘no	she’s	too	old’	or	‘call	this	place’	etc.”

“Gave	me	more	direction	and	purpose	– gives	a	
name	to	what	we’re	already	doing	and	
encouragement	that	we’re	doing	it	the	right	way.”

“It’s	about	the	client	and	me	doing	the	tough	work”

“It	brings	uniformity	to	the	system	and	everyone	is	
on	the	same	page”

“Has	immense	power	for	services	who	don’t	already	
work	this	way”

“In	order	to	promote	this	then	I	need	to	have	faith	
that	the	network	is	going	to	deliver”

Top 3-5 Priorities Most Surprising/Interesting Quotes

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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Consensus	that	the	principles	behind	it	are	good	
and	accepted	by	services
Framing	of	language	needs	work

Service	providers	are	already	working	this	way

Why	aren’t	people	talking	to	each	other/using	the	
tools?

What	are	the	implications	for	implementation	and	
timeframes	given	this	is	a	large	piece	of	cultural	
change

How	the	short	time	frames	have	impacted	on	
richness	of	testing	and	learnings

How	does	LN	support	generalist	service	workers	
who	are	confronted	with	clients	in	crisis	(e.g.	
specialist	training/courses)
What	does	success	look	like?

FEEDBACK FROM OUR 
SERVICE PROVIDERS:

PROVIDER FEEDBACK

Get	other	orgs/agencies	involved

Change	language
Less	condescending
Less	family	focussed
Referral	card	renamed	to	‘connector	card’

Use	collective	brokerage	to	fill	service	gaps

Have	Linker	Network	part	of	service	induction	
programs

Create	an	asset	map

Reframe	to	make	more	relevant	to	neighbourhood	
centres

Open	up	SLACK	for	public	questions

Different	approaches	for	phone	referrals

2nd case	study	showing	how	a	part	time	community	
development	worker	would	work	as	a	Linker

Investigate	a	training	course	such	as	the	Salvation	
Army’s	‘We	Care’	training	for	generalist	service	
workers

Things that Confirmed 
Existing Assumptions

Things We Should Find Out 
More About

Ideas Bank

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE TWO
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CYCLE THREE: 
SCALING AND ROLL-OUT
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The Linker Network prototyping period is coming to an end
Through the past few months, we have been able to demonstrate that our 
vision for the Linker Network is achievable and we have evidence that the 
assumptions and ideas that underpin the Linker Network model, when applied 
in real life do result in an improved experience for people accessing services.

Thank you for your continued participation and feedback as insights gained are 
crucial for helping us create a Linker Network that works for both the service 
providers and their clients. 

Once prototyping formally ends, we will commence an 
implementation process that will see the Linker Network rolled 
out to all service providers in Greater Western Sydney
We will use the collective learnings from the last six months and use them to 
make updates and changes to the various tools and resources designed to 
support organisations in the Linker Network. Basically, we are in the process of 
making some pretty significant edits to the Playbook, all the supporting tools, 
the training modules, and the website. 

The Linker Network, while still in its infancy, has been demonstrated to be an 
effective way to get improved outcomes for people, families and our 
communities whilst also encouraging service providers to coordinate better with 
each other. Given this, FACS Western Sydney Nepean Blue Mountains District 
is committed to supporting the Linker Network as a preferred practice model 
and encourages all of the TEI service providers to join the Linker Network.

LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE THREE DEBRIEF SESSION
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LEARNING ACTIVITIES

THEME: CULTURE CHANGE CONTINUES TO BE A HOT TOPIC

Culture change is still a big topic but we have 
found some successes! We have started to see 
providers move beyond the tension of adopting 
new changes as they start to see the benefits 
and impact on clients. Service providers have 
found it easier to achieve better outcomes for 
their clients when they are less focused on tools 
but focused more on achieving the overarching 
goals of the Linker Network.

Learnings from Cycle 3

• BLUE MOUNTAINS 
In the earlier stages of prototyping, many providers were too focused on using the tools 
and the process. Once they realised that the Linker Network is about focusing on the 
desired outcomes for client experience as a consistent linked up system of services, they 
were able to uphold the intent and essence of the Linker Network more naturally as part 
of their work. This meant that in some cases, they needed to take the time to understand 
how certain tools (e.g. referrals) fit into their own process and client context – even if it 
meant they did not end up using it.

• UNITING
Similar to Blue Mountains, tools were also an initial barrier within some of the 
programs within Uniting had similar processes to the Linker Network (e.g. counselling). 
However, once they realised they didn’t have to use the tools where they weren’t 
appropriate, they were able to embrace the principles of being a Linker organisation. 
Other early childhood intervention and OOHC programs felt like the Linker Network 
service offerings were more of a natural fit and felt it helped to enhance the work that 
they were already doing.

• WILLMOT
The uptake of the Linker Network been slower in Willmot than in the other prototyping 
sites. Local stakeholders attribute this to the ‘place-based’ element of the work, which 
has included the development of a community plan with local stakeholders, including 
community members. Willmot Public School has a long-term plan to integrate the 
Linker principles and approach into their school plan, and the Willmot Community Hub 
continues to explore how to use the Linker model to guide the work of co-located 
services.

WHAT DID WE LEARN?WHAT DID WE HEAR?

I’ve got more relationships. I definitely have 
more contacts and more relationships 

because of the Linker Network. 
And they are solid relationships.

- Worker feedback

With the Linker Network, the thing I think 
that’s changed the most is that I’ve stayed in 

contact until the client felt that they were with 
the right service even though it wasn’t us.

- Worker feedback
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LEARNING ACTIVITIES

THEME: THE LINKER NETWORK SHOULD BE AN ORGANISATION COMMITMENT, AS WELL AS AN INDIVIDUAL COMMITMENT

The Linker Network should be more about 
an organisational commitment, as well as an 
individual commitment. Organisations want 
to have the confidence to achieve consistency 
across the sector, but also require a level of 
customisation in line with their existing 
systems and processes. 

Learnings from Cycle 3 (Continued)

• Early in the prototyping phase, organisations asked for tangible tools that 
could help to drive action because what we were asking providers to do was 
still ambiguous. However, the tools that we provided were met with hesitation 
by some organisations because it seemed too rigid. Instead, what we needed to 
lead with was a common understanding or a set of principles that build a 
foundation of trust and confidence in how organisations should work 
collaboratively together, with the tools supporting this.

• We want to achieve a balance between the need to create consistency across 
the Linker Network whilst also allowing organisations to have a degree of 
customisation. We are, therefore, updating the Playbook and the website to be 
used as tools for managers to interpret and customise to suit their 
organisations. However, this is not be done in isolation; we expect managers 
to work in collaboration with the other organisations in their local Linker 
Network when customising the playbook and tools so that clients in their 
network experience consistent services.

WHAT DID WE LEARN?WHAT DID WE HEAR?

It’s basically cemented the framework 
we were kind of already implementing 
but its given us a more concrete solid 

base to say we’re part of this…
- Worker feedback

The concept works as long as there is 
an understanding that not all services 
should be involved in the same way.

- Worker feedback
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LEARNING ACTIVITIES

THEME: CULTURE CHANGE REQUIRES VISIBLE LEADERSHIP FROM THE TOP

Creating a mindset shift through the Linker 
Network requires visible leadership from the 
top. Providers expressed the benefits of 
having the ‘top-down authority’ to give them 
permission to work differently and more 
collaboratively.

Learnings from Cycle 3 (Continued)

• Having authority from FACS and managers has given frontline workers 
confidence and trust that everyone in the Linker Network will be working to 
the same principles and standards.

• However, we acknowledge that for sustainable culture change, FACS will 
need to proactively communicate to remind providers to continuously work in 
a ‘Linker’ way (e.g. competitions). We hope that one day it will become 
ingrained in the way the sector works together but for now, we understand 
there needs to be clear leadership and a clear point of co-ordination for this to 
be successful.

Ø How might we tap into the behavioural insights team (eg DPC/FACS) to help 
us find some ‘nudges’ to help with the Linker Network implementation? 

WHAT DID WE LEARN?WHAT DID WE HEAR?

Very good initiative but its hard work 
to change people’s mindsets. It’s 

giving us permission to work more 
collaboratively, and the authority to 
say we want to work collaboratively.

- Worker feedback

We are just elements of the 
business plan – we need to 

see this model from the 
highest level down in order to 

have confidence in it.
- Worker feedback
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LEARNING ACTIVITIES

THEME: THE LINKER MODEL WILL STILL EVOLVE (AND WE STILL HAVE LOTS TO LEARN)

As we start to broaden the membership of the 
Linker Network, we hope to continue to gain 
feedback in the same way we have during the 
prototyping period. While prototyping formally 
ended at the end of August 2017, we expect the 
model will continue to evolve over the coming 
years. The Linker Model is still in its infancy 
and we have lots to learn.

Learnings from Cycle 3 (Continued)

• We intentionally chose to run the prototyping across the three selected 
prototyping sites because we wanted to understand how the Linker Network 
would practically be integrated with all types of services in different contexts. 
With the learnings from each site at different stages, the one area we have yet 
to ‘crack’ is fully understanding how the Linker Network model works within 
a ‘Place-Based Integrated Services’ model.

• The idea behind prototyping the Linker Network in Willmot was to 
understand how it could work in a single location that housed multiple 
integrated services from several different service provider organisations. The 
Willmot site currently has two anchors: Willmot Community Hub; and 
Willmot Public School. Coordination and oversight is provided by the Together 
in Willmot Group, comprising a diverse range of local organisations and 
community members, who are tasked with collectively identifying and 
responding to local priorities. Collaborative work of this nature can take up to 
18 months to establish and embed, while prototyping has only been running 
for 2-3 months. In this context some stakeholders felt that the Playbook was 
too formal and technical, given that the collaborative/place-based culture and 
way of working was still being established. We will continue to work with the 
Together in Willmot Group beyond the formal prototyping period, to uncover 
deeper insights and better understand how the model might apply in contexts 
where there are multiple services from multiple organisations in one location.

WHAT DID WE LEARN?WHAT DID WE HEAR?

Some of the tools were too formal for a 
community development (as distinct 

from case work) environment…
- Worker feedback

The uncertainty of prototyping was 
a challenge given the formative 

stage of the local PBIS initiative, 
which was also ‘messy’.

- Worker feedback
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LEARNING ACTIVITIES

THEME: SCALING AND ROLL-OUT

We know the model works and are now preparing 
to scale and roll the Linker Network out to all 
providers in the Western Sydney Nepean Blue 
Mountains district. This will require our Linker 
Network central co-ordination team to work 
closely with the local FACS Commissioning and 
Planning Officers (CPOs) to ensure providers have 
all the resources and support that they need to 
become participating organisations in the network. 
However, we need to remember to celebrate our 
successes along the way – starting with the impact 
we’ve started to create in the prototyping phase.

Learnings from Cycle 3 (Continued)

• The Linker Network model is a joint FACS and NGO-led initiative where co-
creation has been key throughout. We have already seen positive impact 
based on the prototyping phase and we are confident the model will make 
radical improvements across the sector. We need to remember to celebrate 
successes along the way – starting with acknowledging the fact that we have 
already achieved a lot in a short amount of time with the service providers 
that participated in prototyping. 

• The process of inviting other organisations into the local Linker Networks 
requires the support and advocacy of the CPOs. As we continue with the TEI 
reform, CPOs will be working with service organisations and inviting them 
to join the Linker Network in line with their transition plans for 2018. It is 
critical that we provide CPOs with the knowledge required to help service 
organisations understand whether the Linker Network is best suited to their 
goals. This might take the form of working with a ‘champion’ from an 
organisation that participated in prototyping to help them understand the 
experience and impact on the ground. We will also test the Playbook with 
them to make sure it is clear and easy to understand.

• However, we acknowledged that there are other services outside of the TEI 
providers that are also seeking to create better collaboration across the 
sector. We will continue to see what other suitable anchors the Linker 
Network can ‘hook’ onto that might help us broaden membership of the 
Linker Network, to help provide a more holistic service experience to clients.

WHAT DID WE LEARN?WHAT DID WE HEAR?

Yes, I think it would be better if you had one person 
instead of several. I value having access to an 

objective, external voice outside of my own head.”
— Client feedback

I usually have to explain myself 100 
times to people cause people don’t 
understand what I’m trying to say.

— Client feedback
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CLIENT FEEDBACK

TOP THEMES
• Need for flexibility depending on clients 

wants/needs – who acts as the Linker
• Expectation management
• Clients having to tell their story multiple times
• No one knew what a Linker was but was 

experiencing the Linker mindset

MOST SURPRISING THEMES
• Clients aren’t articulating that they have a 

Linker/what the Linker network is, but they are 
experiencing the concept – assumption confirmation

• Clients still support that this is what they 
want/need

• An organisation can act as a Linker
• Services need to be setting expectations better
• Help to ensure the best client experience 

INTERESTING QUOTES
• “All you do is talk to them and they just say ‘okay, 

we’ll put this in place and that in place’ but really it 
should be more, trying harder, and nothing really 
gets put in place”

• “Yeah I think it would be better if you had one 
person instead of several.”

• “Accessible way for people to access services when 
they need them”

• “I got a service and it was good but I need 
something for my kids, I didn’t get it for my kids but 
I got it for myself so that was good”

• “it was really helpful knowing what to do and 
getting that positive feedback”

• “If I need them I can just call them. My psychologist 
or someone else, I can call them.” 

WHAT ASSUMPTIONS WERE 
CONFIRMED?
• People don’t want to have to tell their story multiple 

times
• People want someone they can call when they need 

help
• Linking is an outcome for clients, not a specific role 

– how that happens is dependent on capacity and 
client needs 

WHAT SHOULD WE LOOK INTO? 
• How ‘linking’ works in a way that isn’t person 

specific
• How Uniting could help their client get what she 

needs
• How we can bridge disconnects
• Why barriers are still there and what isn’t working 

IDEAS
• Work with the clients individually/personally to 

find their Linker 

Feedback from Clients
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• Helpful knowing what to do
• I can call them, and I would likely to call when 

I need help
• They’re an external voice outside my own head
• The service is a safety net
• Process free, I feel comfortable accessing them:

- Soft entry point
- Reliable
- Always someone I can talk to

• The whole service acts a Linker
- Always welcome approach

• When there’s a tangible result from my 
interaction

• Example the kids being able to access activities

• There was more support for my kids
• More action and less talk
• Someone who could tell my story and 

understand my needs
• One person instead of several

Feedback from clients (contd.)

CLIENT FEEDBACK

• The client knew they had (access to) a Linker
• The client knew what their options were
• There was more clarity for clients
• Not everyone needs to have a Linker
• The service system was better at setting 

expectations and articulating reality
• Services could take more time to understand 

clients needs. 

I LIKE… I WISH… WHAT IF…
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PROVIDER FEEDBACK

TOP THEMES
• Training isn’t be all / end all – it’s not not enough 

on its own
• The need to understand what’s needed to enable 

collaboration
• Linker Network gives permission/confidence to 

collaborate
• Linker Networks gives organisation accountability
• We need a common vision to guide the whole eco-

system

MOST SURPRISING THEMES
• People are scared of new things which is creating 

resistance
• People are making assumptions before 

experiencing/understanding it
• In some cases, the Linker Network fits in with what 

organisations were already planning to do 

INTERESTING QUOTES
• “A system would be the goal. So that I can pop 

something in and say this is this person with 
confidence, they’ve signed off that you’re able to 
access it. Like a hospital based system”

• “I think they’re a little bit scared, it doesn’t really 
fit what they want to do and are they trying to get 
pushed out but its not like that at all. They just like 
what they like and they’re fearful.”

• “…and were getting told you know this is a shoe, 
but we didn’t even know what ground we were 
going to be on” 

WHAT ASSUMPTIONS WERE 
CONFIRMED?
• Outcomes are easier to achieve when services focus 

less on tools and more on overarching vision/goals

WHAT SHOULD WE LOOK INTO? 
• How do we make LN into everyday practice
• Shared client data management system/framework
• How do we support people to not feel scared
• Revisit training – is it pitched at right level and 

time? 

IDEAS
• Communications – help people understand what/how 

we’re trying achieve and the flexibility involved
• Help desk/solutions centre

Feedback from Service Providers
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The Linker Network Model
• The importance of active listening
• Linker Network provides a framework 
• Model has formalised how we work with services
• Concrete way to support what they were already doing
• Being part of L.N and what it stands for
• Ability to modify their own data system to work better with 

Linker Network
• Prompted services to be more flexible

The tools and materials
• Easy to use Playbook
• Branding and usefulness of tools
• ‘What is a Linker’ handout for clients

Training
• Training as it gave me the confidence I’m doing the right thing
• Training helped to embed everything
• Multi-pronged approach to awareness and training

Collaboration within the sector
• Collectiveness and relationships built
• Existing supporting relationships – local support
• Confidence in relationship with other service providers
• Workers holding each other accountable so clients got a more 

holistic approach
• Services working better together and as a result able to set 

better client expectations

Client experience
• Warm handover and communication
• The client knows where to go if they had another problem
• Clients have the ability and empowerment to choose 

who to talk to
• Importance of follow up and sticking with a client
• Clients get more follow ups and hand holding
• Positive responses from clients
• Less people falling through the gaps
• Tell your story once

Leadership / Support
• Confidence and permissions to collaborate
• Access to Damian / project team support
• Top-down approach

Shared systems
• There was a system in place – similar to a hospital system
• Less paperwork
• There was a common database

Hearing the client voice
• Way to capture clients stories

Shared vision
• Common vision to be guided by and more trust in other 

services

Betting timing
• Better understanding and more time to explore
• More time considering what else is going on
• It was easier to keep the concept at the front of your mind to 

be able to implement
• Timing of roll out fitted in to broader referral context –

either neatly or with enough lead time

Tangible support
• Ongoing communications and feedback mechanism
• Someone from project team who is available
• Ability to get help when needed – ongoing support/training
• Training was earlier

Effective communication
• Communication around funding changes etc.
• Communication about the value of doing what you’re not 

already doing – awareness of the nuances 
• Communication better to give people more confidence

Other
• More representative of generalist services
• Adapted version for volunteers who don’t need to know 

everything
• Roll out was bottom up
• Funding flexibility – clear understanding between outputs 

vs. outcomes as nice stories aren’t enough

Feedback from Service Providers (contd.)

PROVIDER FEEDBACK

• We accounted for peoples access to attending training etc.
• Training focussed on practice as well
• We had a shared system
• We had a shared common vision
• We could help alleviate peoples fears that hold them back in 

being part of the Linker Network
• Abridged version of the Playbook for volunteers

I LIKE… I WISH… WHAT IF…
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WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• Having a strong pre-existing relationship and a 
good reputation with the service providers

• Proactively calling providers individually and 
making time to visit them all individually

• Working in a space where there was/is a strong 
existing culture of collaboration 

• Being the manager of a peer service (not an 
outsider and not a FACS person) was good because 
you have credibility when relating to their 
challenges. This also means you have ‘skin in the 
game’, meaning that the changes impact you in the 
same way they impact everyone else

• Having strong local knowledge made it easier to 
provide relevant examples and to contextualise 
local problems 

• Having someone based in the local area who 
services could call on if needed 

• Attending other non-Linker Network related events 
and activities in the area was a good way to connect 
with people informally about the Linker Network

• Working with services who were/are for the most 
part strong viable and healthy services (the larger 
orgs seemed to have better capacity to adopt 
change)

• There is no question that the concurrent TEI 
Reform process was a point of stress, distraction 
and confusion for many providers

• Smaller orgs and especially those with additional 
demands (e.g. NILS reform, mergers, illness etc.) 
seemed to have far greater capacity limitations

• Because we were not as clear in the early stages 
about how and what we wanted organisations to do, 
it was easy to ‘nod heads’ but not do anything 
differently 

• The level of support needed to really move things 
forward is direct one-on-one, but this is challenging 
due to distance and time limitations  

• Getting people together in one place at one time 
seemed ambitious (logistically and as an ask) 

• Our messaging via CPOs and other Departmental 
representatives was not consistent (the focus was 
on the TEI Reform) and so it was easy for everyone 
to make the Linker Network a smaller priority

• Many providers waited for the training before 
attempting to use the tools and enablers which held 
people back from getting started

• Because the whole idea is new there was little 
evidence of a cohesive ‘networked’ benefit (it felt 
like people were waiting for it to start)  

• Schedule in advance a series of practice/reflection 
meetings for managers (or their rep) to bring 
everyone together regularly throughout the 
prototyping

• Have each org nominate a Linker champion and 
have more direct conversations with that person on 
a regular basis (practically around feedback)

• More closely monitor which orgs are participating 
and which are not (give more attention to the ones 
that are not)

• Work more closely with FACS staff to ensure 
messaging and expectations are clear

• Have more time for the prototyping and give orgs 
more time to embed the LN into their practice 
before expecting feedback (6 months of active 
learning would have been more valuable)

• Run the training earlier 
• Have something meaningful to offer – the service 

providers really want a shared client data 
management system and I think we would have 
made more progress if we had delivered on this

• Begin by focusing on some of the org networking 
enablers before focusing on the front line staff tools

• Clearer authority from the Department 

1. ABOUT SETTING UP THE LINKER NETWORK
Thinking about the experience of setting the Linker Network up in your prototyping site 
(including training, engagement, support etc)…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES
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2. ABOUT THE MATERIALS 
Thinking about how the organisations in your prototyping site used the tools and 
materials…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• The A6 referral cards seemed to be widely accepted 
and well received

• People were very excited by Slack and a lot of users 
signed up (but actual use was relatively limited)

• Nearly everywhere I went people had posters and 
logos displayed in their services

• For a number of people they said that the materials 
and supporting information was clear and easy to 
follow

• The tutorial videos worked well
• People seemed to value and appreciate the feedback 

we gave at the end of each cycle 

• It appeared that there was a high level of 
inconsistency around how information was 
distributed within organisations 

• Front line staff had very different experiences with 
what they had been told (some had not seen the 
playbook or didn't know about the videos on the 
website)

• People got hung up on the specifics of the tools and 
some used that as a reason to stop using them

• There was not enough agreed consistency around 
some of the non-tangible tools, like how to identify 
other services

• People really wanted the Linker Network to deliver 
a ‘directory’ that would make referrals work

• There was a very strong wish to have a shared 
client data management system to link everything 
together

• The tools and the rest of the Linker Network did 
not extend beyond the small number of TEI 
providers … everyone felt it was critical to have 
other services, and agencies, in the network

• Where services had other existing tools they were 
reluctant to let them go

• People often felt like they already had too much 
paper work 

• Make it clearer from the start what we expect 
managers to do in relation to inducting and training 
staff in the use of the Linker Network tools etc.

• Make it clear that the tools are intended as a 
support for all people to be more client-centred and 
collaborative 

• As before, build more organisational buy in before 
exposing staff to tools

• Reframe some of the material to focus more on the 
intended benefit for clients … ‘we use this tool (or a 
tool like it) so our clients can xyz’.

• Make availability to tools via a login system that 
would allow us to identify who has and who has not 
accessed tools

• Give people access to a shared client data 
management system

• Provide orgs with volunteer front line staff 
guidance on how to induct and train volunteers 

• Some orgs made clear that what they would 
want/expect from the Department was a level of 
resourcing invested to support the kind of change 
being asked for 
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3. UNDERSTANDING THE ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE CHANGE
Thinking about the behavioural and practice changes required of managers and 
organisations in your prototyping site…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• Not surprisingly, the best response and learning we 
had was from organisations with managers/leaders 
who were naturally open to opportunities

• Often, managers who had more extensive 
experience (outside the Mts and/or outside the TEI 
service system) were more receptive and open to 
change

• There was definitely a clear acknowledgment and 
willingness behind the idea that ‘if this is what the 
funding body requires, then we will do it’

• It wasn’t hard to get people to agree that it was a 
good idea (but many wanted their hands held in 
making it happen)

• People were eager to talk about it and to see the 
benefits realised

• There was a hope/expectation that this model would 
raise the bar and address issues of under 
performance by other orgs 

• Having a fellow service manager from the area 
leading the process made the engagement 
conversations more real and meaningful

• The Linker Network team was positive and excited 
about what was happening 

• Capacity – personal management capacity of some 
individuals and not knowing how to implement 
something like this

• Capacity – limited time availability (not willing to 
prioritise) due to competing demands, usually high 
demand for services by clients (often seen in smaller 
orgs where managers are close to or part of front-
line service)

• Because we did not provide clear deliverables it was 
easy for people to meet their own self imposed 
minimum requirement by telling staff about it, but 
then not actually monitoring or promoting use

• The TEI Reform was a major distraction in that 
many services were reluctant to invest when they 
feared they might not be around in 12 months

• This kind of change in an org takes time and it 
needs a strong commitment from leadership to get 
past the initial resistance period – for some there 
just was not enough motivation to do this

• There are a number of stated benefits in the Linker 
Network that were not realised in the prototype 
period because of limited time and limited critical 
mass.  When promised benefits are not realised it is 
hard for people to remain committed to a process

• A sense or idea that this is about child protection 
not community development 

• Build the org level collaboration first and get 
managers deeply committed before asking them to 
do anything in their orgs

• Have the Department make a strong and clear 
commitment of expectation (including reportables)

• Give managers clear tools/guidelines for how to 
embed this into their orgs 

• Speak to the long term nature of what we are doing, 
that we can only achieve the goals we desire if orgs 
and managers do the work at an org level (you can’t 
make a withdrawal until you have made deposits)

• Maintain a high level of shared NGO/FACS 
administrative support

• Do more work broadly on communications and 
messaging to give orgs a strong sense of the scale 
and scope of the initiate (e.g. have peaks speaking 
about it regularly)

• Creating a mentoring/peer support program for 
managers
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4. UNDERSTANDING THE FRONTLINE WORKER CULTURE CHANGE
Thinking about the behavioural and practice changes required of frontline workers in your 
prototyping site…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• Like managers, there were a number of front-line 
staff who naturally connected with the project in a 
very positive and engaged way 

• Where the Linker Network tools and enablers were 
a good fit for peoples current work (e.g. the LN Plan 
for staff who do case management)

• Generalist front line staff who do info and referral 
liked the new referral tools and the follow up 
procedures 

• Front line staff really liked the idea of Slack and 
being able to talk to other staff in the local service 
system, but few actually did

• Feeling like they have ‘permission’ to work in a way 
that feels ‘right’

• Telling people the Department wants them to think 
outside the limitations of their contracts

• When staff started to see their clients having a 
better experience they quickly became much bigger 
supporters of the LN

• Staff thinking that they were required to use all the 
LN tools and enablers made them not want to do it 
at all … e.g. a community development worker 
being asked to prepare a case management plan

• Seeing it as more paper work
• Seeing it as a dumbing down of ‘what we already do’
• An unsupported fear that working in this way will 

leave not enough time to do ‘my other work’
• The tools were not a perfect fit for how their org 

works or talks to clients
• Other services or agencies not in the Linker 

Network because the real barriers to better 
outcomes are with them (not us)

• The idea we need you (the Linker Network) to get 
everyone else doing this

• We don’t need to change 
• The idea that we are not giving great customer 

service is insulting … but you need to make sure 
everyone else lifts their game

• Staff not being clear (from their managers) what is 
required of them 

• The idea that being a Linker is for case workers and 
so I don’t need to worry about

• Really focus on what we want the experience for 
clients to be 

• Get orgs and managers committed and clear about 
what this means for staff before they ask staff to 
change 

• Give front line staff real tools they can use to make 
their work easier (defined by Local Collaborative 
Practice groups and implemented by managers)

• Make sure staff understand they don’t need to be 
doing every thing (rubber band example)

• Coach people away from the idea that the Linker 
Network wants them to do more paperwork. You 
only use the tools if they help your client (plumber 
example)

• Give staff access to learning tools that support them 
(website dashboard)

• Talk to the idea of working together to ‘ensure a 
consistent positive experience’ for clients 

• Creating a mentoring/peer support program 
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WHAT DO YOU THINK IS REQUIRED FOR A SUCCESSFUL ROLL-
OUT OF THE LINKER NETWORK?

WHAT MUSTN’T WE OVERLOOK?

• In short I think it needs a clear authoritative commitment from the Department 
and the corresponding investment in back bone support required to support it

• People and organisations need enough leadership to know what the environment 
will look like, they need enough top down certainty to allow them to then make 
their own commitments and investments for the future

• People and orgs need to know that the Linker Network is a sure thing, that it is a 
long term commitment to building the capacity of the sector for the benefit of 
clients

• They need to know that their own commitment to change internally won’t be 
wasted

• They also need to know that there is sufficient support in the Linker Network to 
help them trouble shoot and get past the establishment phase

• They don’t want to be told to do more/better without seeing a shared investment 
or commitment from the Department 

• One thing that comes up time and time again when talking to service providers is 
the desire and need for a shared client data management system

• In the fullness of time (in 2-3 years) there will be sufficient evidence within the 
Linker Network that it will no longer require the leadership of the Department, 
but until then, for the good of the entire sector, it must have strong leadership 
and that needs to be backed up with admin support

• That people really want this to work, they want this embedded as a culture 
change for the sector 

• That when we get the ‘how’ and the ‘what’ right clients do have an improved 
experience and workers see the benefit

• We need to articulate the balance between consistency and customisation
• The real barrier to better client outcomes is not at the face-to-face client to work 

level but at the cross organisation/agency system level and we are still not doing 
enough to address that

• That the Linker Network is an organisational commitment to a shared way of 
working, and that organisations, not individuals, need to commit to building 
capacity within their organisation to realise the requirements of the  Linker 
Network

• That this work is hard 

5. UNDERSTANDING IMPLEMENTATION
Now, thinking about the Linker Network roll-out in your prototyping site…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES
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LINKER NETWORK
CYCLE THREE SITE REFLECTION: UNITING

WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• The Linker Network is a good response to the lived 
experience of clients who find our system 
fragmented. Truly client centred.

• Dedicated resources – both within FACS and 
Second Rd to support implementation – one on one 
and tailored support available.

• Enthusiasm of the implementation team within 
FACS – this makes a huge difference when selling 
a message.

• Responsive implementation team within FACS+ 
Second Road – quick turnaround times, high 
output.

• Having Second Road’s prototyping expertise – it 
would be great to roll out all programs like this!

• Linker resources provided
• The training
• Within Uniting Strong organisation leadership and 

support from our Director down.  
• Easier for Uniting – our staff value client 

experiences so the ground up development of the 
model fits with their values.  Uniting was on the 
no-wrong journey and this fits in perfectly with 
that approach.

• Difficult to fit into our funding structure which 
comes from a range of sources – however, that was 
not impossible. Just something to work through.

• Understand from the outset that all parts of the 
onion model do not apply.

• Have the training up front.
• Provide opportunities to meet other Linkers –

and understand their services.  This can happen 
in the wider rollout.

1. ABOUT SETTING UP THE LINKER NETWORK
Thinking about the experience of setting the Linker Network up in your prototyping site 
(including training, engagement, support etc)…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES
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2. ABOUT THE MATERIALS 
Thinking about how the organisations in your prototyping site used the tools and 
materials…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• The website and the Linker video - - great to hear 
the client speak about their experiences

• The playbook layout, the videos
• Having a range of materials to use from the outset.
• Linker network
• SLACK
• The testing and prototyping process.  It is really 

empowering to get the opportunity to feed back into 
the documents and know that they will change as a 
result.  

• Playbook long and at first not clear which parts 
were relevant. 

• Encourage staff to “play” with the materials/ 
actively engage with eg. the videos from a 
client’s perspective – may enhance learning and 
understanding of the various parts of the model 
and raise curiosity and engagement.
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3. UNDERSTANDING THE ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE CHANGE
Thinking about the behavioural and practice changes required of managers and 
organisations in your prototyping site…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• Director leaderships and senior management 
support

• Existing organisation commitment to a no wrong 
door – this fitted into existing change or 
transformation processes, values.

• Training
• Visits and support by FACS
• Staff were open to the model and keen to explore 

how it fits with their work
• Support by our Learning & Development who will 

continue to deliver the training and will 
contextualise to fit into Uniting’s drive for a better 
client experience across the organisation.

• Lack of understanding by our marketing and 
branding  people. They struggled to see the 
value of another set of branding that sits next to 
ours.  They agreed with the network being 
linked but did not think it should be advertised 
as such.

• The prototypes did not get to a shared job 
description. If it did that would have to fit into 
Uniting’s proformas. We did not test that but it 
would have taken some negotiation. Not a 
barrier but something to work through.

• Brief the back of house teams so they 
understand the principles and values of the 
Network.

• Our marketing people felt the Linker website 
should have dedicated resources to keeping it 
updated and relevant as with other government 
websites + to respond to questions quickly.
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4. UNDERSTANDING THE ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE CHANGE
Thinking about the behavioural and practice changes required of frontline workers in your 
prototyping site…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• Philosophically and practically the Linker thinking 
and wanting each interaction to be a high point fits 
fairly seamlessly into Uniting’s values and way of 
working with clients across all programmes.

• The idea of being part of a referral network was 
perceived as a positive and value add to the service 
the client initially engaged with.

• Depending on Uniting service type the Linker 
model is more closely aligned with programme 
service delivery (eg. OOHC context versus 
counselling context) and how staff natural it is to 
articulate the Linker role and model

• Having the different prototype Uniting programme
sites involved in the same training day provided an 
opportunity for these staff to establish/deepen 
connections across programmes.  It also gave a 
shared experience opportunity and the idea that 
they are involved in something bigger together 
rather than as siloed services.

• Initially thinking that in order to be part of the 
Linker Network that all parts of the Linker model 
and materials needed to be utilised.  

• Capture templates were used at first however these 
were found to get in the way of the therapeutic 
dialogue rather than add value.  Partly this is 
because at the point a client meets with the 
counsellor the capture template is redundant as 
this information has been gathered in the client’s 
first contact with Uniting at the point of Intake.

• One Uniting site did the training with the Wilmott 
Linkers for logistical reasons, whilst this was 
positive in that the staff member was able to learn 
about the Linker Network and model the lack of 
opportunity to dialogue with other Uniting Linker 
programmes created a sense of “how/where do we fit 
in as we’re not part of the Wilmott prototype site”.

• Initially there was some lack of clarity about a 
Linker site referring clients to a non-Linker agency 
(eg. Government department) and whether this 
counted as Linker activity, as well as not knowing 
who else was in the Linker Network that may be an 
appropriate recommendation to make to a client.  
This has been clarified and the access to other 
Linker organisations on the website going forward 
is a positive.

• Having the training available first as a way of 
introducing the materials is probably a less 
overwhelming way for staff to conceptualise the 
Linker model.  Our first site launched the 
Linker model from the online and hard copy 
materials provided which was a lot to absorb.

• Have senior managers and local managers 
regularly remind and encourage team members 
in their respective Linker sites about the Linker 
role and our commitment to the Network, so 
that the Linker language and philosophy 
remains uppermost in counsellors’ / case 
workers’ / community workers’ minds when 
speaking with clients.

• Reflect further on the interface between 
individual Linkers and the organisation acting / 
being perceived as Linker thinkers.
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WHAT DO YOU THINK IS REQUIRED FOR A SUCCESSFUL ROLL-
OUT OF THE LINKER NETWORK?

WHAT MUSTN’T WE OVERLOOK?

• A structured change process that includes FACS and non-FACS funded early 
intervention services 

• Ensuring senior management/Board support if the service does roll out the 
Linker Network.  This came easily in Uniting but will not in every organisation.  
Particularly if they get stuck at ‘we already do this’. (part of the change process).

• Briefing notes for the back of house support in large organisations – HR, 
marketing/branding, finance so they understand the Network and the need for 
common approaches.  

• Maybe a forum where organisations can come and ask questions and raise 
concerns.  

• Having an enthusiastic implementation team to provide individualised and 
tailored support and guidance and keep the message clear and on track.

• Continue the prototype on a larger scale – take the opportunity to gather 
feedback on line and continue to refine the materials as it rolls out.

• Ensure the Linker Network networks – perhaps within existing TEI governance 
but at the local Linker level.  To break down those barriers and to encourage 
strong relationships.

• Embed the Linker Network governance before FACS steps away from the rollout. 
This may mean providing some funding to an organisation to do this but 
important to keep the energy and focus.

• Continue to use new ways of looking at things – Playbook rather than guidelines.

• As the Linker Network expands it is important to have a readily available 
resource such as the website to refer back to in order to ensure that emerging 
evolutions to the process are congruent with the stated aims and purpose of the 
Linker model.

5. UNDERSTANDING IMPLEMENTATION
Now, thinking about the Linker Network roll-out in your prototyping site…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES
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WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• Training – well attended and good feedback
• Having a (somewhat) established group to work 

with, though perhaps not sufficiently established to 
embrace this work

• Lack of a clear ‘anchor’ for the PBIS work (both the 
Willmot Hub and Willmot Public School were in the 
process of working out their roles in the community)

• The ‘messiness’/uncertainty of prototyping was a 
challenge given the formative stage of the local 
PBIS initiative (Together in Willmot), which was 
also ‘messy’

• The perception that this was just another demand/ 
impost on their time

• The legacy of previous place-based work that had 
not delivered as promised/ intended

• There were significantly different levels of staff 
involved in the pre-existing place-based work (from 
frontline staff to managers/ senior managers), 
making it hard to know where to pitch the Linker 
Network and making it difficult to have robust 
conversations and negotiate agreement

• Introduce the Linker Network once PBIS 
initiatives have been established

• Ensure that participants have a clear 
understanding of the requirements and elements 
prior to commencement

• Hold the training earlier (before going live)

1. ABOUT SETTING UP THE LINKER NETWORK
Thinking about the experience of setting the Linker Network up in your prototyping site 
(including training, engagement, support etc)…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES
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2. ABOUT THE MATERIALS 
Thinking about how the organisations in your prototyping site used the tools and 
materials…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• The website was well received, though it isn’t clear 
how much it was used in practice

• Short videos were handy for showing during 
meetings (not sure how much the videos were used 
proactively by participants)

• The client referral cards were considered ‘handy’ to 
have

• Stakeholders reported that there were too many 
templates and it wasn’t clear if they were required 
to use all of them

• Some of the tools were reported to be too formal for 
a community development (as distinct from case 
work) environment

• Introduction of information and resources on a 
rolling basis

• Workers felt that the tools skipped over the early 
phase(s) community development oriented work

• An example was given where it took 6 
months of rapport building to enable the 
referral of a client to a service. It was 
stressed that this is an example of  where 
multiple Willmot stakeholders had 
adopted the Linker philosophy and had 
worked together, but didn’t have a lot to 
show for it in terms of the desired Linker 
metrics (i.e. a lot of effort for one Linker 
‘case’)

• Be more explicit about where community 
development work fits into the Linker approach

• Present the materials as a single, coherent 
package (though its acknowledged that this isn’t 
the way prototyping works…)

• Provide a very clear process, and examples of 
which tools fit where

• Emphasise the importance of face-to-face work 
in place-based models, which can reduce the 
need for and usefulness of, hardcopy materials

• Acknowledge (include resources for?) earlier 
phases of engagement in the PBIS context

• Readiness assessments
• Capacity building
• Partnership agreements/ templates 

that address the breadth of PBIS work, 
not just the referral related elements
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3. UNDERSTANDING THE ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE CHANGE
Thinking about the behavioural and practice changes required of managers and 
organisations in your prototyping site…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK 
WORKED WELL?

WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO 
DIFFERENTLY?

• Having an existing initiative 
(The Hive Mt Druitt) that gave 
this work at least some status

• Having an existing group of 
workers/organisations 
committed to working together 
to improve outcomes in Willmot

• The distance of managers from frontline place-based work (geographically, and in terms 
of their focus)

• Feelings and perceptions of being confused and overloaded (e.g. re TEI Reform)
• Some were already being asked to do things differently through pre-existing place-

based work, and struggled to understand how it all fitted together
• A sense that there was an expectation that Willmot operate like the other prototypes, 

when it varied substantially in practice (reported by local leads, not necessarily by general 
service providers/ Linkers)

• A lack of understanding of what collaboration means/requires in practice

• Be clear about the ask and 
what it involves upfront

• Align the Linker work with 
broader place-based work
Ø Using a single set of 

documents
Ø Seeking 

endorsement/commitment 
once for broader place-
based work and the 
Linker Network

• Better understand  and 
elaborate the PBIS element of 
the work
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4. UNDERSTANDING THE ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE CHANGE
Thinking about the behavioural and practice changes required of frontline workers in your 
prototyping site…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES

WHAT DO YOU THINK WORKED WELL? WHAT WERE SOME MAJOR BARRIERS? WHAT WOULD YOU DO DIFFERENTLY?

• Involving community members in meetings about 
the introduction of the Linker Network (they were 
big advocates for it, and they change the tone/vibe 
of meetings with service providers in a positive 
way)

• Prior agreement that people in Willmot deserve 
better

• Having held Harwood Community Conversations in 
which residents made clear the poor access to and 
organisation of services

• Legacy of previous attempts to develop PBIS 
initiatives (why try again?!)

• A number of workers do not have formal 
qualifications or formal casework experience, and 
didn’t see the importance of referral/linking

• Perceptions that workers/organisation already do 
this/ work this way

• Culture that favours ‘busy work’ and ‘feel good 
work’ over achieving impact

• Fixed versus growth mindsets

• Emphasise the potential to substantially 
improve client outcomes, rather than doing 
things differently or making them easier (as 
many staff do not see this as making things 
easier)

• Develop and deliver a package for PBIS that 
covers:

• Impact	focus
• Mindset (growth	vs	fixed)
• Case	work
• Referral
• Working on	a	place	basis
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WHAT DO YOU THINK IS REQUIRED FOR A SUCCESSFUL ROLL-
OUT OF THE LINKER NETWORK?

WHAT MUSTN’T WE OVERLOOK?

• Greater clarity concerning the relationship between the Linker Network and the 
Together in Willmot initiative

• Time for the school to do its 2018-2020 School Plan
• Active involvement of FACS, The Hive, JSS and others in developing the 2018-

2020 Willmot Public School Plan
• Clarity about the geographic scale at which networks should be formed, and the 

governance arrangements for local networks like Willmot
• Greater understanding of the importance of relationships and co-location in 

place-based work.

It is important to provide guidance to stakeholders practical guidance about to do 
place-based work. This should include

• The preconditions for place-based work
• The time and processes involved in establishing place-based 

initiatives
• Place-based frameworks

See for example:
• Better Systems, Better Chances: A review of research and practice 

for prevention and early intervention, ARACY (especially chapter 7) 
https://www.aracy.org.au/publications-
resources/area?command=record&id=207

• Place Based Approaches to Child and Family Services: A Literature 
Review, Murdoch Children’s Research Centre

• http://www.rch.org.au/uploadedfiles/Main/Content/ccch/Place_based_servic
es_literature_review.pdf

• Policy	Brief:	Place-based	approaches	to	supporting children	and	families,	
Centre	for	Community	Child	Health,	Royal	Children’s	Hospital	Melbourne	
http://www.rch.org.au/uploadedFiles/Main/Content/ccch/Policy_Brief_23_-
_place-based_approaches_final_web2.pdf

• ARACY	Collaboration	Fact Sheets	https://www.aracy.org.au/comment/fact-
sheets-your-guide-to-building-collaborative-capacity

5. UNDERSTANDING IMPLEMENTATION
Now, thinking about the Linker Network roll-out in your prototyping site…

LEARNING ACTIVITIES


