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What’s in this guide?
Welcome to the Parkerville practice 
guide for Building Bridge Spaces. 
This guide is designed to support 
the Parkerville team to implement 
this part of the Our Way Home 
model of care, helping you to turn 
big ideas and principles into 
real-world practice that improves the 
lives of the children and young 
people in your care.
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Key principles
These are the big, guiding ideas behind this 
part of our model for care. They capture what 
we’re trying to achieve and why, and they inform 
all of the practices and prompts in this guide.

The structure of this guide:

Practices
This section explains what’s expected of you as 
part of the Parkerville team with respect to this 
part of the Our Way Home model. The practices 
section helps to make the big ideas in the 
principles more real, demonstrating what they 
should look like in your day to day work.

What to look for
This section gets more specific about how you’ll 
be able to tell whether you’re on the right track 
with the practices in this guide. The questions in 
this section are great prompts for conversations 
with Team Leaders and other team members 
about the Our Way Home model of care.



Shared care for better outcomes
The Parkerville team and the families of the children and young people we work 
with are united in wanting the best outcomes for every child or young person.

The evidence tells us that when it’s possible, 
our best chance at achieving those outcomes 
comes from genuinely ‘shared care’, when 
families and carers have trusting relationships 
and work together to care for a child or young 
person, with the support of the rest of the 
Parkerville team and the Department. Shared 
care increases the likelihood of successfully 
and safely getting kids home to their families 
where possible, and create the conditions for 
the consistent attachments to caring adults

that are critical for a child or young person to 
develop into a healthy and well adult.

Trusting relationships between carers, 
families, and children are the key ingredient to 
making shared care work - and that’s where 
‘bridge spaces’ come in. As you’ll read in this 
guide, bridge spaces are spaces created just 
for the purpose of building the relationships 
that make shared care possible.
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What is a Bridge Space?
A ‘bridge space’ is a space for establishing the relationships and trust that create 
the conditions for shared care. Bridge spaces bring together a child or young 
person’s family and their carer, and are often supported by the Family Link Worker.

Importantly, bridge spaces are not Care Teams or ‘case 
conferences’; they are a place for informal connection 
opportunities that build the relationship between carers 
and the child or young person’s family or other important 
adults. We know that the strength of those relationships is 
crucial for achieving positive outcomes for children in 
care, including faster, safer and more sustainable 
reunification with their families. Bridge spaces should 
focus on building relationships, not on making decisions.

Families with children and young people involved in the 
child protection system can have a lot going on and 
building relationships can be tense, needing patience and 
support. For many carers, it can be confronting to think 
about the relationship building work that’s involved in 
building bridge spaces. 

The Our Way Home model has been designed to support 
carers to do this work in structured and deliberate ways, 
with the support of Team Leaders and Family Link 
Workers as well as a range tools and resources (see the 
last page of this Practice Guide for more information).

Building trust takes time, and the relationships needed to 
make shared care possible won’t be created overnight. But 
with time, commitment, creativity and resilience, we know 
that we can build relationships that will enable better 
outcomes for the children and young people we work with.
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The best outcomes for the 
children and young people we 
care for are made possible by 
the trusting relationships we 
build with families.
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Key 
principles

Putting the child first
The interests of the child or young 
person should always come first.

1.

A safe and respectful 
space
Building trust requires a space 
where carers and families feel safe.

2.

Relationships over 
decisions
Bridge spaces focus on 
building relationships over 
making decisions.

3.

Trust goes both ways
Honesty and consistency are 
key to developing trusting 
relationships.

4.

Aspiring to genuinely 
shared care
Facilitating genuine collaboration 
for the good of the child or young 
person.

5.
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These are the key 
principles guiding this 
work - if we keep these in 
mind as we make our 
day to day decisions, 
we’ll be on the right 
track.
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Setting up a Bridge Space
In the Our Way Home model, building bridge spaces that bring together carers 
and family is an expectation for every child and young person we work with.

Building relationships always takes time, especially in 
complex contexts where families might have a lot going on 
and carers might have had negative experiences with 
families who were struggling. A bridge space might not be 
able to take the form of regular, in-person meetings straight 
away, and a carer may need to build up a trusting 
relationship with family members slowly over time.

Family Link Workers can support by facilitating connections 
and gaining agreement from all parties before kicking off a 
bridge space, and Aboriginal Practice Leads and Team 

Leaders can support by helping carers to identify family 
who‘d like to be involved, make new connections, and build 
trust over time, with the aim of creating the conditions for 
genuinely shared care.

These conversations happen separately at first, with the 
child or young person, the family, and the carer, then 
checking in with the Department over the process to ensure 
their buy in and approval. While the conversations are 
separate, and each party will need a slightly different 
approach, they have a similar structure to start with:
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A Bridge Building Conversation

Opt In Who’s Who
Hopes & 
Fears

Sharing Location 
& Format

Resilience

Introducing the idea 
of a “Bridge” and 
getting agreement to 
start

Deciding who will be 
there and giving more 
information about the 
strengths of the other 
parties

Asking people how 
they are feeling about 
this process and what 
might be hard

Understanding what 
each party would like 
to be shared, and what 
things could be 
discussed at the Bridge

Deciding a place 
and activity that 
would create great 
opportunities to 
connect

Explaining that because 
no-one is perfect, there 
might be set backs, but 
we’ll keep coming back 
to the table. 
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Tips for Bridge Spaces

● Make sure you have the young person’s         
consent (see more information below).

● Take it slow - trust takes time!

● Make the first move. Families have often had 
negative experiences with the care system, and we 
need to show that we want their input.

● Stay flexible and creative to find safe ways to build 
relationships.

● Bounce back. It’s our job to be resilient in the face 
of challenges, and families who are struggling 
deserve a chance to (re)connect.

Below are some tips to help the Parkerville team build relationships with family successfully.
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Do…

● Confuse bridge spaces with the Care               
Team. While family are welcome in both,          
bridge spaces are about building relationships,    
not making decisions.

● Hold on to the past. People and their 
circumstances change, and connection can 
become possible where it wasn’t before.

● Give up too easily. There’s almost always another 
way to connect, and we may need to find ways to 
support family in their efforts to connect.

Don’t…

Consent is key
There may be times when children and young people don't feel comfortable about their carer setting up a bridge space with 
their family. If this happens, they can always say 'no' or 'not now' to a bridge space, and it’s crucial that the Parkerville team let 
the them know they can do this and respect their choice when they do. When a child or young person says ‘no’ or ‘not now’ to a 
bridge space, they should be supported to explore why they don't feel ready, and given the opportunity to revisit this in the 
future if things change.

Building Bridge Spaces A how-to guide for the Parkerville team

Practices



An important note:
This cycle won’t always go smoothly - 
you’ll often run into challenges or face 
breakdowns of communication partway 
through. A core part of the Our Way 
Home model is our commitment to 
always circle back and reach out again, 
because we know that staying resilient 
and building relationships with families 
over time is what gets the best results 
for the children and young people we 
work with.

The rhythms of 
Bridge Spaces Reach out

Families have often had negative experiences in 
the care system, and we need to show that we 
want their input. It’s up to us to reach out and 
start to plan for connection, which might include 
doing the work to find out who and where a child 
or young person’s family and community are.

Keep shared care at the centre
Bridge spaces are about building relationships, not 

making decisions, and your conversations should 
focus on building the trust needed for shared care. 
This might include understanding both the child or 

young person’s and the family’s hopes for the 
future, having honest conversations about risks 

and how to mitigate them, and even understanding 
what other support families might need to 

overcome the challenges they’re facing.

Start with the human stuff
When we connect with our own families, we 
don’t jump straight to talking about our 
hopes for the future or our conflicts and 
grievances. To build relationships, it’s 
important to start with the human stuff and 
try to understand what’s going on in 
someone else’s life.

Plan a safe connection
Building trusting relationships takes time, 
and both carers and families need to feel 
safe in a bridge space for that trust to be 
possible. You may need to start with phone 
or video calls, or choose a safe, neutral 
location like a local park, before a visit to the 
home is possible. Staying safe while always 
moving towards more connection should be 
your priority.
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Plan for more connection
Wherever possible, our aim should always 
be to create more and deeper connection 
with families over time, and this goes for 

carers as well as children. As you build 
more trusting relationships, think about 

whether you could safely increase the 
level of connection, for example, by 

connecting more frequently or by moving 
from a neutral space into the home.
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What’s my role in this?
Exploring who does what in the bridge spaces context.

I’ll support carers to find each child or 
young person’s family and community 

connections, and to open up the possibility 
of safe connections to start building 

trusting relationships.

Family Link 
Workers

I’ll facilitate relationship building 
by bringing together the carer and 

the family to create a ‘bridge 
space’, and facilitate positive 

conversations to build trust and 
enable shared care.

Carers

Even if I’ve had negative 
experiences before, I’ll commit to 

reaching out and building the 
trusting relationships with family 

that will enable shared care 
for the good of the child or 

young person.

Children and Young People 
I’ll see my carer and my 

family collaborating effectively 
for my sake, and I’ll know that 

I’m loved and cared for.

Family
If the carer is honest, 

follows through, and earns 
my trust, I’ll work with them 
to for the good of the child I 

care so much about.

Team Leaders
Usually I don’t need to be directly 
involved in bridge spaces, but I’ll 
support my team to be resilient 
and creative as they take on this 

complex work.

Aboriginal Practice Leads
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How will I know this is working?

Principles What you might look for:

Putting the 
child first

● Can you name three ways in which trusting relationships between a carer and family can support 
better outcomes for the child or young person?

● Can you talk about a time when you’ve reached out to family in a way that was out of your comfort 
zone or that you were nervous about, for the good of the child or young person?

A safe and 
respectful space

● Can you name two of the ways you’ve deliberately tried to create an environment where families 
will feel safe connecting with you and with the child or young person?

● Can you talk about a time you’ve made changes to a plan to connect with family based on their 
feedback or their preferences?

● Can you talk about something you’ve done to help yourself feel safe when connecting with a child 
or young person’s family?

Relationships 
over decisions

● Thinking about a family member who’s important to a child or young person you work with, can 
you share two things you know about their life that don’t directly relate to the child or young 
person?

● Can you point to something concrete and specific that’s changed in your relationship with an 
important family member, which suggests they now trust you more?

Trust goes 
both ways

● Can you talk about a time you’ve shared information with family about a decision, action or event 
in the child or young person’s life, when you weren’t obligated to?

● Can you talk about a time when you’ve shared information about a plan or future action with 
family, and then followed through on what you said you’d do?

Aspiring to 
genuinely 

shared care

● Can you point to an important decision about a child or young person’s care that’s been made with 
meaningful input from family?

● Can you point to a concrete and specific way in which a family is more involved in a child or young 
person’s life and care than they were before you built a relationship with them?
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Where can 
you find help 
and support?
The Our Way Home model of 
care was created based on the 
great work already being done by 
the Parkerville team, and a lot of 
what’s captured in this guide 
won’t be completely new to you. 
At the same time, we recognise 
that bringing it all together and 
applying the contents of this 
guide to the experience of every 
child and young person in your 
care isn’t easy, and that our staff 
require support and resources to 
be successful in this work.
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If you’re unclear about what’s expected of you or have any questions 
about how to put this model into practice, please see the information 
below for support. 

For everyone:
● See the Our Way Home project website at 

www.parkerville.org.au/what-we-do/out-of-home-care/our-way-home 
for information about the model of care and how it was created, and to 
access practice guides, tools and resources.

● Speak to other carers through whatever forums you can. Ask questions, 
share your concerns, and find out how others are implementing this work in 
their care homes. This peer support is often the most valuable support 
available to you.

● If you need to, get in touch with the Principle Practice Lead for Our Way 
Home - you can reach them via the ourwayhome@parkerville.org.au email 
address.

For Therapeutic Carers, FLWs and APLs:
● Speak to your line manager with any questions you might have about Our 

Way Home, or to share any feedback about this practice guide or the other 
tools and resources available to you.

● This work can be challenging and stressful and often takes an emotional 
toll. All employees have access to the Employee Assistance Programme 
(EAP) if they need further support.

For Foster Carers:
● Speak to your Parkerville staff contact person with any questions you might 

have about Our Way Home, or to share any feedback about this practice 
guide or the other tools and resources available to you.

● The Foster Care Association has a wealth of support and resources 
available if you’re looking for more help.
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This practice guide is one of six Our Way Home practice guides 
supporting the implementation of the Our Way Home model, and is 
intended to be used in conjuction with the Our Way Home service 
blueprint. These practice guides outline key practices in the Our 
Way Home model as well as sharing ideas and resources to help 
the Parkerville team to apply this model in different circumstances.

Our Way Home is the outcome of a co-design process involving 
over 200 people with a stake in the out-of-home care ecosystem, 
including young people with a care experience, families, carers, 
community group representatives and survivors of the Stolen 
Generation. We know that every child or young person and every 
situation will be different, and in a radically personalised model, the 
way we implement the model changes according to each child or 
young person whilst staying true to the principles. 

This practice guide has been reviewed and endorsed by the 
Parkerville Children and Youth Care Clinical and Practice 
Governance Group, and the Parkerville Children and Youth Care 
Child Safe committee.

Thank you to everyone who helped make the Our Way Home 
practice guides possible through sharing your unique experiences, 
views and aspirations with us. Your thoughts and views are 
priceless and we thank you for trusting us with them. 
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The work of Parkerville CYC and 
Innovation Unit on the Our Way 

Home project including this 
practice guide has been 

generously funded by the 
Western Australian community 

through a Lotterywest grant. 
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