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October 2020

Chair Welcome 

The theme of this edition of Our Voices 

is Sustainability – a topic never far from 

the thoughts of highly specialised not-for-

profit organisations operating in the human 

services field, like the First Voice member 

centres. 

Looking around at the widespread financial 

and business impacts of COVID over the past 

seven months, First Voice decided to assess 

the impacts of and opportunities pertaining 

to sustainability through an online survey of 

its members that addressed impacts to date 

on revenue, expenditure, service delivery, 

staffing, and overall sustainability – while 

also probing CEOs thoughts about when and 

how things will stabilise down the track. 

This edition includes a short-form summary 

of survey responses and key findings.

Throughout responding to COVID and 

its impact, the service delivery of First 

Voice members did not waiver. Such is the 

impact that member centres have on the 

communities they serve, their value has 

been further highlighted throughout each 

jurisdiction’s response to the the virus. This 

is not withstanding that there have been 

varying negative impacts on member centre 

revenues from service fees, fundraising and 

grants - as well as increased technology costs 

for online therapy and support programs. 

Despite all this, member centres are 

managing to maintain (and enhance) service 

levels and remain financially viable.

Staff from First Voice Centre members are 

extraordinarily passionate and dedicated 

professionals, and their focus on the 

wellbeing of the people they serve is second 

to none.  Hence, it was little surprise that 

all centres reported increased anxiety and 

stress among staff, together with a range 

of initiatives they had taken to address and 

ameliorate this situation. They also reported 

on positive changes to models of service 

delivery arising from the new dynamic of 

online therapy and services to families and 

children in their homes.

Taken as a whole, responses indicated that 

member centres’ management, staff and 

clients/families had been adaptable, flexible 

and resilient – energetically working together 

to find the best solutions moving forward. 

Centres were grateful for Government and 

philanthropic assistance they had received 

and were either circumspect (uncertain) or 

confident about their future. 

There is clearly some way to go for all of us 

whatever our country, state or territory. It is 

gratifying that we can confidently share our 

experiences and support each other as we 

face the challenges ahead.

Mark Fitzpatrick

Chair First Voice

The Carel du Toit Centre in Cape Town is excited to have almost 90% of learners back at school since restrictions eased in August

Our Strategic Pillars:  Research; Advocacy; Clinical Services & Sustainability
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address this have been communication, transparency and inclusiveness. 
Respondents advised that they had increased staff monitoring via surveys 
and conferencing and introduced additional supports around mental 
health measures including investing in Mental Health First Aid Training.

3. IMPACT ON FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY

COVID has impacted both costs and revenue. Many member organisations 
had to introduce improvements to their IT/technology services to enable 
work from home and communication with families online. The Australian 
Government Job Support program was a major financial help especially 
considering the loss in revenue from ‘fee-for-service’ and ‘fundraising’.  

Overall Income: When asked to take in the past six months as a whole, 
COVID had affected member income from all sources by a reduction of 
between 10% to 30% 

Fee-for-Service Income: All Centres suffered some reduction in Fee-for-
Service income. There was a mixed view regarding how long it would take 
to return to pre-COVID levels, with most suggesting more than 9 months. 

Fee-for-service impacts resulted from halting some services for a period of 
time e.g. school screening and social skills programs, while some parents 
required additional support such as bursaries.

Fundraising Income: Fundraising efforts were impacted by COVID to varying 
degrees, with grants being the least impacted. Online, virtual webinar-style 
fundraising proved effective for some members. There is an expectation that 
this situation will worsen next year and possibly beyond that.

“Fundraising events had to be cancelled but donors and grant applications 
continued. Live workshops have now been converted into virtual webinars 
and are still income-generating.”

“We have established multi-year giving programs from donors which has 
helped, and they were communicated with about our progress. We have 

SUMMARY REPORT

FIRST VOICE Member Survey 
COVID Issues, Sustainability and Emerging Opportunities 

1. IMPACT ON SERVICE DELIVERY

COVID has impacted all organisations across all parts of their business. 
From a clinical perspective, referral delays and family uncertainty have 
had the greatest impacts on demand.

Most members found social group activities and audiology the most 
difficult areas of clinical business to deliver during COVID. Issues around 
the technology required to deliver increased online services was 
another key impact.

Online solutions and work from home were the main actions taken to 
address these issues; also staggering team rosters to minimise exposure 
risks. Responses included:

“We have been using virtual platforms such as WhatsApp to keep parents 
informed and to connect parents with other parents. Parent support 
groups have been active throughout lockdown on these virtual platforms.”

“Online programs have been relatively well accepted but still requiring 
additional IT infrastructure, network bandwidth, and WH&S considerations 
when working from home or online.”

“Some of our families have really struggled to access the services due to 
lack of technology or finances for data.”

2. IMPACT ON THE SUSTAINABILITY ON OUR WORKFORCE

Staff working from home was a new experience which had a ‘slight to 
significant’ impact on business operations. However, it has also provided 
new insights into how services can be delivered differently to benefit staff 
and families, particularly in relation to hybrid models of combining working 
from home with face-to-face diagnostics and therapy.

All members acknowledged that COVID has resulted in increased staff 
anxiety and stress/mental health. The key measures used by members to 

26 8The Survey was conducted 
online (SurveyMonkey) 
between 12-21 August 2020

QUESTIONS
multiple choice answers 
plus provision for comments

All eight* First Voice 
member organisations 
completed the Survey.

The Summary below provides key highlights on business, staff and financial impacts, 
and what opportunities have emerged from COVID. 

*Member Carel du Toit submitted two responses from different Managers each reporting on their area of expertise.

FINANCIAL FAMILY SERVICE DELIVERY INNOVATIONSTAFFIMPACTS
COVID 19
FOCUS ON
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engaged in small campaigns and partnerships. Our focus went to grants.”

Nearly all respondents thought that it will take more than 12 months to 
get back to pre- COVID-19 numbers from fundraising. (noting that grants 
were the least impacted)

Costs: Most members incurred additional costs as a consequence 
of COVID mainly in regard to technology and online service delivery. 
Government support (via Job Keeper in Australia) assisted with wage 
costs. Some running costs had reduced e.g. transport, fuel, extra-mural 
activities, groceries, and outings/excursions as a result of changes in 
levels/style of service delivery. 

“The investment in equipment (recording grade microphones for example) 
increased, as did mobile technologies. We also increased staffing levels to 
help deal with additional workload.”

Additional investment in technology was required to meet the needs of 
staff and clients as a result of COVID.

Respondents reported increased costs such as:

•	 New computers, new servers, new software, new TVs in classrooms, 
LTE router to improve internet connection for tele-session, Zoom 
account subscription, additional data for parents and staff

•	 Increased network security, ICT improvements, new WFH tech support

•	 Replacement of desktops with laptops to increase staff flexibility and 
mobility

4. DRIVING INNOVATION FROM THE CHALLENGE

Members agreed that they will come out of COVID stronger, suggesting 
that it has shown that staff and families are resilient and the organisation 
flexible. 

The provision of tele-health services during COVID has shown that this 
model of service can be delivered successfully and, for many families, 
has become an ‘expected’ service option into the future. One respondent 
suggested that families are likely to have greater expectations on 
organisations’ ability to provide a hybrid style of service delivery into the 
future. 

“Tele-sessions will now be offered to all families and a hybrid of both will 
continue to be offered.”

 “A hybrid model of service delivery is what is required.”

“They (families and clients) will expect us to be ready for a second wave. 
They will also expect us to be flexible and provide a greater range of tools 
that they (as parents) can use for supporting their child.” 

When asked specifically what clinical changes may emerge from the 
pandemic, increased service delivery via tele-health was the key.

When asked specifically about fundraising changes post-COVID, 
members noted the need for diversification of income streams with less 
reliance of traditional fundraising e.g. events. One organisation suggested 
a more careful consideration of stakeholder relationships.

“Think carefully of who to develop relationships with.”

“Less reliance on events, more story telling based on COVID experiences.”

Loud Shirt Day at Can:Do 4Kids

“Continue to secure multi-year arrangements to provide some certainty.”

“Reduced event activities, increase in diversification strategies, reduced 
reliance on F/R.”

“Continue to diversify income streams - focusing on a significant approach 
to government for long-term funding and sustainability.”

Staff changes: Most organisations agree that there will be considerable 
staff changes as a consequence of COVID including flexible working 
schedules both at-home and in-centre; greater use of technology and 
training; and more attention to mental health and staff stress. Where 
work from home is possible, member organisations will be more prepared 
to adopt what one respondent referred to as a “hybrid model of home 
and in-centre working”.

KEY LEARNINGS: ADAPTABILITY AND COMMUNICATION 

First Voice Centres have always been at the forefront of adapting service 
delivery, creating positive relationships with families and other providers, 
and ensuring communication with all stakeholders is at the forefront 
of what we do. So, when asked to provide one key learning from the 
pandemic, responses were typically around adaptability of staff and 
families.

“One key learning from this pandemic has been adaptability. The adaptability 
of our staff to take on tele-sessions and virtual support of families almost 
overnight, to creating resources for parents and the children to use at home, 
to sourcing sponsors for data and food parcels.” 

“Our families have also shown us that they can be adaptable and resilient 
in this new normal and have shown that distance support is possible even in 
low-income areas. It has forced many parents to become the real agents of 
change in their child’s listening and spoken language journey.”

“Staff have been incredibly adaptable and agile and work practices’ culture 
has been positively impacted.”

“We have seen good staff benefits (confidence, motivation, etc), coming 
from transparency, rapid and comprehensive actions, and clear commitment 
to support staff.”

“The pandemic reinforced the brilliant team we have, but for them 
communication is key, and as is making early decisions with the team is 
important. We also must plan for a second wave - parents and staff will not 
be as forgiving.”

“The importance of your community and developing deep and lasting 
relationships with ALL stakeholders. Important lesson around resilience for 
organisations too.”

“We can deliver much more remotely than we previously thought we could 
or there was a demand for benefiting staff and service users alike.”
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SUMMARY

Although this global pandemic has and will continue to be a major upheaval for First Voice member 
organisations, all have shown that they can respond quickly when faced with a critical situation. 
In doing so, this has highlighted that management, staff, and clients/families can be adaptable, 
flexible and resilient with a focus on seeking the best solutions moving forward. In addition, 
some of the changes introduced over the past six months have provided new opportunities. It 
would seem from the survey responses that post COVID First Voice members will see a different 
organisation, staff and client expectations, and a new style of service delivery as well as potential 
for more diverse income streams.

Telethon Speech & Hearing Outpost student 
using technology to support learning 

Centre Highlights
Family Feedback at The Shepherd Centre

Since the outbreak of COVID earlier this year, The Shepherd Centre has 
undertaken various surveys to ensure that families are able to get the 
best access to services for their child with hearing loss. Overall, there 
was positive feedback from families who found themselves suddenly 
transitioning to The Shepherd Centre’s Online Telehealth System. Families 
reported overwhelmingly (94%) that the Centre had provided the right 
amount of information to help them transition to the new arrangements 
and the vast majority said the content provided to enable this change was 
relevant, helpful and clear.

Going Global with HearHub

The Shepherd Centre is excited to announce its newest initiative, 
HearHub, a digital platform which provides professionals with cutting-
edge tools and programs to enhance how they work with children. 
HearHub is unique in its potential to enable thousands of children with 
hearing loss around the world to develop the listening, speech, language 
and social skills needed to reach their full potential. Access to early 
intervention is critical to ensure children can overcome the barriers of 
hearing loss. In Australia, approximately 50% of children with hearing loss 
do not have access to these life-changing programs. Globally, this figure 
expands alarmingly.

With The Shepherd Centre’s 50 years of experience in clinical program 
delivery and research, HearHub will ensure clinicians and families across 
the globe can access innovative and exclusive online tools designed to 
help them deliver the best possible support for children with hearing loss. 
Funding to support the initial stages of the program’s roll out over the 
next two years has been provided through philanthropic support. 

For a demonstration, please contact 
Aleisha Davis 
Aleisha.Davis@shepherdcentre.org.au

RIDBC Explores the Impact of COVID on its Families

COVID has had inevitable impacts for clients and staff across the human 
services sector, including those at RIDBC. In July 2020, RIDBC conducted 
a survey of families with children aged from birth to 6 years to gain an 
understanding of how they have adapted to service changes including 
online service delivery via tele-practice. The families of over 150 children 
responded to the survey, most of whom received in-centre services 
weekly or fortnightly before the transition to tele-practice due to COVID. 

The survey results showed:
•	 Addressing the child’s needs: A majority of respondents indicated 

that early intervention sessions were the same or more specific to 
their child’s needs via tele-practice

•	 Frequency of sessions: A majority of respondents indicated that early 
intervention sessions were the same or more frequent via tele-practice

•	 Experience of level of support: A majority of respondents indicated 
that they felt more or just as supported via tele-practice.  

Families also reported high levels of self-efficacy in managing their child’s 
hearing device and encouraging their child’s speech and language development. 

RIDBC Speech Pathologists Helping Children with Hearing Loss
As part of Speech Pathology Week (23-29 August 2020) RIDBC 
celebrated the speech pathologists who are part of a team of early 
intervention experts supporting children who are deaf or hard of 
hearing to get the best start in life.

The theme for Speech Pathology Week in 2020 was: Communicating with 
confidence! and RIDBC speech pathologists support children with hearing 
loss to do this every day by developing their communication, language, and 
literacy skills as either their key worker or part of the team around the child.

RIDBC Speech Pathologist, Andja has had to be agile in providing 
early intervention to clients over 

AVUK’s Online Webinars

We at AVUK have launched a series of new online short courses and 
would love our colleagues from the UK and across the globe to join us. 
These webinars will be taking place from September 2020 - February 
2021 and will be hosted by a LSLS (Cert) Auditory Verbal therapist. With 
sessions on sensory play, parent-coaching, and developing humour, 
you’ll be sure to come away with some new and exciting techniques 
and theory to use in your practice.

Find out more here.

AVUK’s Auditory Verbal therapist Estelle hosting an online webinar

From AVUK - Grace’s Story

Grace graduated from 
AVUK in July 2020, having 
just turned four years old. 
Read about how Auditory 
Verbal UK helped her 
learn to listen and talk. 
Read more.

AVUK’s Grace was implanted at 8 months 
and has developed into a very confident 
child and excellent communicator

https://www.avuk.org/Pages/Events/Category/book-training
https://www.avuk.org/graces-story
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From Hear and Say - A Digital Silver Lining

For parents Rhianon and Julian, the impact of coronavirus has brought 
about a new way of accessing Hear and Say’s programs for their young 
daughter, Olive – right from the comfort of home.   

Olive’s hearing loss was first picked up through the universal newborn 
hearing screening, and ultimately led to her undergoing surgery to insert 
grommets. Now an inquisitive and bubbly two-year-old, Olive attends 
fortnightly listening and spoken language therapy lessons through the 
Hear and Say Brisbane Centre. During coronavirus, these sessions have 
transitioned to tele-practice – proving so successful that Olive’s family 
now plans to continue the online setting even beyond the pandemic. 

“I love that while we have been learning at home, we are learning how 
to use our own resources in ways I never would have thought of,” said 
Rhianon. 

“The idea behind the sessions is always to be training us as a family into 
bringing speech methods into our daily life, and the transition to tele-
practice was made so much easier because we already had such a great 
relationship with our therapist, Claire.”

During coronavirus, Hear and Say has worked to minimise disruptions 
for families wherever possible, including transitioning over 80 percent of 
its centre-based listening and spoken language therapy families to tele-
practice. Between April and June alone, 1712 tele-practice appointments 
were delivered to families, up from 183 sessions in the same period in 2019.

Hear and Say’s Olive Watson 
(Photo credit: Two Ducks Photography)

The Carel du Toit Centre Welcomes Its Learners Back to School

The learners and staff at the Carel du Toit Centre were in lockdown from 
the 25th of March and started to return on the 24th of July.  Just as we 
thought that our well planned phased-in approach was working well, we 
received another announcement from the President stating that all public 
schools will be closed for another month with a few exceptions.  Finally, 
on the 24th of August almost 90% of our learners were back at school.  
Although it’s been quite an adjustment for our learners, they are starting 
to enjoy school again. Due to small classes (5 – 8 learners per class) it has 
been easy to achieve social distancing but once they are playing outside, 
it is a bit more difficult.

During the lockdown we were still able to send homework to all our 
learners via our transport system or electronically.  Due to donations we 
were also able to help parents with food parcels and buying data so that 
they could continue with the parent guidance sessions or video calls from 
teachers.

It’s wonderful having our learners back; get some ‘unofficial’ hugs and 
huge smiles behind the masks.

Carel du Toit learners are adjusting to being back at school 
after many months in lockdown

Telethon Speech & Hearing Has Appointed 
Award-Winning Headmaster, Dr Alec 
O’Connell as Chair of its Board of Directors.

Currently Headmaster at Scotch College, one 
of WA’s top performing schools, Dr O’Connell 
is highly regarded within the education sector 
and joins Telethon Speech & Hearing (TSH) with 
a respected history in teaching, administrative 
and leadership positions within schools and 
universities. Dr O’Connell, who joined the 
Telethon Speech & Hearing board in 2019, 
succeeds Australian Institute of Management 
WA CEO Professor Gary Martin, who has held the 
position for the past four years.

Held: Telethon Speech & Hearing Held Its 
Annual Power of Speech Event on Saturday, 
September 12.

2020 marks the 31st year that this uplifting, 
public speaking event has been held by TSH. 
Celebrating the development and achievements 
of students with hearing loss, Power of Speech 
has grown exponentially from its humble 
beginnings in Western Australia to a global 
movement acknowledging the remarkable 
outcomes of cochlear implant recipients.

The Hearing House: Finding a New Way to Celebrate

At The Hearing House, we celebrate cochlear implant switch on’s with families with personalized 
cake for their “hearing birthday”. During the restrictions of COVID we had seven families that 
missed their “switch on parties”. When we were able, we combined their parties into one big 
celebration, with an enormous cake that said, “Welcome to our Family”. All the families enjoyed 
getting to know each other and shared their experiences. Our team informally presented some 
early listening strategies as part of the morning, which was a great way to reinforce what we talk 
about in individual sessions. We collected some anonymous feedback, about our new families 
experiences with our services, and got some lovely responses: “with the kindness and sensitivity 
we felt like we were being looked after by family rather than a clinical sterile, impersonal nature”. 

The event was such a success, we have decided to change all our parties to this format. We will 
also be inviting children who are turning five and leaving our early intervention program, so that 
new families can meet families and children who are further along in their hearing journey. In this 
time of isolation and uncertainty, these kinds of opportunities to interact with others and make 
new friends feels precious and valued.

The Hearing House families celebrated together after COVID restrictions eased 
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Keeping up with Kingsley

For five-year-old Kingsley, starting school was especially challenging due to his high 
frequency hearing loss and the worldwide impact of COVID.

During the peak of restrictions in Western Australia, TSH introduced a new service 
delivery model that would allow all families to still access support and children 
to continue their learning while social distancing restrictions were in place. Using 
devices and videoconferencing applications, therapists and educators were able to 
connect securely and safely to all families digitally.

“Kingsley was seen at school by Jeannie (TSH Speech Pathologist) just prior to the 
lockdown, where he participated in specific assessments,” mum Velma said. 

“Due to the rapid escalation of the government’s response to COVID, feedback and 
therapy then occurred exclusively online. The online sessions were very valuable. 
Jeannie was able to engage Kingsley, assess his needs, introduce new words and 
concepts and evaluate his progress through Telehealth.”

“Following her session with Kingsley, I was also able to discuss with Jeannie his 
progress and any concerns that had come up over the week. I felt that the online 
sessions were a fantastic introduction to therapy for Kingsley and were very 
valuable.”

Kingley’s mum Velma also noticed a growth in her son’s confidence and literacy 
skills since their involvement with TSH.

Five-year-old Kingsley attends Telethon Speech & 
Hearing’s Outpost program

Loud Shirt Day 23 October 2020 

Loud Shirt Day Zoom background is not a phrase the Loud 
Shirt Day team were contemplating when last year’s event 
ended. With many of us working from home, workplaces in 
2020 look very different to twelve months ago. So of course, 
does the global economic outlook. With this changing 
environment in mind Loud Shirt Day has had to pivot and get a 
little creative to meet the changing needs and circumstances 
of our supporters. While we are entering into the unknown 
one thing, we guarantee, is Loud Shirt Day is fun. It is vibrant 
and colourful and naturally brings people together socially, 
whether in person or via digital meeting platforms, at a time 
when we most need it.

Facing these new challenges head on, Loud Shirt Day 2020 
will see a global movement of businesses, families, schools 
and community groups all getting loud on October 23 to 
raise both funds and awareness to continue vital services for 
children and families impacted by hearing loss.

Hear and Say’s Courtney using the Loud Shirt Day 
Zoom background

Can:Do Group: State of The Art Facility for Sensory Needs, First in SA 

South Australia’s leading experts in vision, hearing and sensory services, Can:Do 
Group, which encompasses First Voice member Can:Do 4Kids, have embarked 
on building a state of-the-art community and therapy hub in Adelaide’s southern 
suburbs. 

The project is the first of its kind in South Australia, this 2,000m2 facility will be 
located in the Noarlunga shopping precinct. Can:Do South, as the project has been 
aptly named, will be a place for people of all ages and abilities to learn, connect 
and provide them with essential life skills. “We are meeting people where they are, 
delivering a revolutionary therapy hub with the latest advances in technologies and 
accessible building design to meet the needs of the community. Can:Do South will be 
able to service 2,500 more people who require support annually.” Said Heidi Limareff, 
Chief Executive of the Can:Do Group. 

“Children and young people who have sensory needs, such hearing loss, are at higher 
risk of developing mental health issues due to lack of inclusion and support. Can:Do 
South aims to bridge the gap by driving capacity building, independent living skills 
training and community connection - giving kids the opportunity to learn together in 
a shared space”, adds Heidi.

Find out more:
T: 07 3850 2111
E: admin@firstvoice.org.au
W: www.firstvoice.org.au

“He is not afraid to try to read within his reading level and is 
happy to give any literacy activities a go,” Velma said.

“He is becoming more automatic when reading certain words 
and attempts to read words around him in the community. In 
addition, Kingsley has incorporated some of the sequencing 
language learnt with his Teacher of the Deaf, Rachael, in his play 
at home.”


