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Working with client/tenants with complex needs:
Developing a Support and Referral Plan

Background 

State Housing Authorities (SHAs) have become increasingly targeted 
towards client/tenants with highest and complex needs.  Similarly, Housing 
Tasmania through the Affordable Housing Strategy (AHS) has also 
acknowledged the critical role that public housing plays as a ‘safety net’ for 
those people who experience greatest need.  These changes in service 
delivery are not limited to our experience either.  It has also been recognised 
that the business of our Agency is changing and that the needs of 
client/tenants are becoming increasingly complex across the board. 

For Housing Tasmania, these are the client/tenants that experience 
problems with both affordability and a range of other psycho-social and 
health related needs which make their access to, and maintenance of, 
housing more difficult. 

People who have complex needs sometimes require specialised support or 
case management to assist them in accessing and maintaining their 
tenancy.  This is outside the role and responsibility of Housing Tasmania 
staff to provide.   

The Agency Collaboration Strategy asks us to work together to achieve the 
best outcomes for client/tenants.  It provides a tiered response which starts 
with ‘Look out for complexity – now or in the future’.  This might occur 
through a formal assessment process.  But it doesn’t have to be a formal 
process either.  This is what we: 

SEE HEAR SMELL FEEL

It also asks us to work together to develop an action plan that engages 
relevant service providers whose role is to provide a range of support to 
meet the client/tenant’s need. 

The Agency Progress Chart identifies five supporting areas.  Supporting 
areas are exactly that.  They are things that support or help us deliver the 
services that we are meant to provide for the community.  One supporting 
area is COLLABORATION AND INTEGRATION.  This is about working well 
together for good client/tenant outcomes.  It means that if we work well 
together then we can deliver better services that better meet needs.  It also 
recognises that we work in a big Agency and that we need to consciously 
work together to achieve our shared goals that is, the best outcomes 
possible for the client/tenant. 

Look out for
complexity –

now or in
the future

It’s all about
working

together for
good client/

tenant
outcomes
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Support and Referral Plan 

This package outlines how to go about developing a Support and
Referral Plan for client/tenants with complex needs.  The Support and 
Referral Plan is to be used by Customer Service Officers working in either 
assessment or tenancy.

Plans can be established during an assessment to support early intervention
or it might be that you become aware of complex issues during a tenancy
and a Plan may be developed at some other stage.  To demonstrate this 
throughout the package, the terms cl ient/ tenant will be used. 

It is the Customer Service Officer’s role to identify a client/tenant with 
complex needs and develop a Support and Referral Plan for them.  This 
package gives you information about how to do this and provides a template 
to complete.   

There are also other tools that are available to help you do this work.  These 
can be found in the Complex and Specific Needs package which is located 
on Microsoft Outlook/ public folders/ Housing Tasmania/ South East Area/ 
projects/.  One of the key tools from this package is the Client/tenant 
Contract.  Whilst, the Support and Referral Plan gives you the framework, 
the Client/tenant Contract is the tool to engage the client/tenant in making 
changes that will support their tenancies. 

After you’ve drafted your Plan, confirm it with your Senior who will endorse it 
for implementation. 

The Support and Referral Plan is a crucial tool because:

! It helps people who need housing, get and keep housing. 

! It helps to intervene earlier and attempts to avoid problems before they 
become entrenched. 

! It helps other Housing Tasmania officers understand the issues for a 
client/tenant when they pick up their file. 

! It helps provide evidence for briefings and when proceeding with 
eviction. 

Support and
Referral Plan

It’s the tool
for Customer

Service
Officers to

use with
clients/

tenants with
complex needs
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Who are client/tenants with complex needs? 

The DHHS Agency Collaboration Strategy has defined client/tenants with 
complex needs as being most likely to be characterised with some or all of 
the following factors: 

• multiplicity of needs across two or more program areas* where a  
service model and/or service solution exists; 

• challenging behaviours which place themselves, the staff and the 
community at risk; 

• extreme difficulty in finding long term, stable and appropriate 
accommodation; 

• a level of resourcing that requires close monitoring and it is difficult to 
sustain; 

• a high degree of intensity about the problems; 

• the likelihood of a need for involvement outside of DHHS.1

*Program areas can draw on services from the government and/or non-
government sectors.  The term ‘program’ has been used to reflect the nature 
of complex needs which is defined by a multiplicity of need.  For example, 
this could include a non-government counselling service for family violence 
and the government Mental Health Services as these are different 
programs.  Similarly, it would not include a non-government counselling 
service for family violence and the government Family Violence Counselling 
Service as both services relate to the same client/tenant need and program 
area, family violence. 

                                               
1 Tasmania DHHS (2004), The Agency Collaboration Strategy for improvement to services for people with 
complex and exceptional needs.  P.7-8 
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What is our role? 

Our role with client/tenants with complex needs can be thought about in 
three main ways. 

1. Facilitate good housing outcomes 

Our job is to provide housing for eligible people.  This means our role is to 
facilitate access and maintenance of a tenancy.  The National Social 
Housing Survey shows us that sustainable tenancies make a huge 
difference to the health and wellbeing of our tenants.  We are in the 
business of helping people get housing that they can sustain.   

2. Duty of care 

Duty of care is basically our responsibility to do the right thing by our 
client/tenants.  We see people’s lives and we go into people’s houses and 
spend time with them.  We see, hear, smell and feel a whole lot of things 
about them.  As a result, we are responsible for acting to ensure that our 
client/tenants are safe and that we are also safe.  Duty of care is our 
obligation to take reasonable care to avoid acts or omissions which one can 
reasonably foresee would be likely to cause harm or injury to another.  This 
duty is breached if a person fails to act in accordance with standards of care 
appropriate to their role or situation.   

Duty of care has two dimensions.  The first is mandatory.  This is what 
legislation says we are responsible for.  Some examples of this come under 
the following Acts: 

• Workplace Health and Safety Act 1995 

• Children, Young Persons and their Families Act 1997 

• Personal Information Protection Act 2004 

• Family Violence Act 2004 

Duty of care also has an ethical dimension.  This is about what is right or 
wrong from a professional perspective.  An example of this is that we are not 
legally required to report people who have threatened suicide.  We do 
however, have an ethical duty of care to report these people.  If we are 
aware that they have made threats to hurt themselves then we are 
responsible for acting to prevent them from doing so.  This doesn’t mean we 
are responsible for physically preventing them from hurting themselves but it 
does mean we need to call the Police and/or Mental Health Services, make 
a referral and document our intervention on the client/tenant file. 

1. Facilitate
good

housing
outcomes

2. Duty of
care

mandatory

ethical
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3. Social housing managers in a legislative context 

As social housing managers we work a bit differently than property 
managers in the private sector.  The most obvious example is that we don’t 
immediately evict our tenants, in fact, eviction is the action of last resort.  
This is because we understand the multitude of issues and barriers that 
impact on our client/tenant and because we work in a broader Agency 
context that seeks to support people with problems so they can live a 
fulfilling and healthy life. 

Even though we’re social housing managers, we still work within the context 
of the Residential Tenancy Act 1997.  Some client/tenants will choose not to 
comply with the requirements of their Lease even after we’ve tried a number 
of things to assist them.  So that we can enforce our responsibilities under 
the lease, we need to demonstrate that we have tried to assist the 
client/tenant sustain their tenancy. 

What our role is not? 

This does not mean that we are: 

Counsellors – our job is not to provide emotional support and therapy to our 
client/tenants. 

Case managers – case management is a specific role which identifies a key 
worker who is responsible for decision making and achieving agreed 
psycho-social and health outcomes.   

3. Social
housing

managers in
a legislative

context



142

What do we actually have to do? 

1. Observe

What do you?

SEE HEAR SMELL FEEL

There are two aspects to what you observe.

1. Compliance with the Lease

2. Social and health problems

The first is about how the client seems to be coping or how well the tenancy 
is going.  During an assessment, it might include considering previous 
tenancies.  In a previous tenancy (during an assessment) or in the current 
tenancy, are there/have there been issues with: 

• Anti-social behaviours?

• Rent arrears?

• Condition of proper ty?

What else do you notice about the client/tenant?  

Remember they may give you an insight by things they tell you about 
themselves.  Use this as an opportunity to ask if they need help. 

It might involve asking some extra questions l ike:

• How was your last tenancy/ how did your last tenancy end? Is there 
any support we can organise for you that might help this time? 

• Sometimes things in our personal life can effect how we cope with a 
tenancy.  Do you think there is anything like that for you that we 
might be able to assist you with? 

• Do you/ have you ever got support from a service? Do you think they 
might be able to help you get started in a new tenancy? 

• I’m concerned about your rent arrears/ allegations of anti-social 
behaviours/ condition of property.  Is there anything going on in your 
personal life that is making it difficult for you to meet your obligations 
under your lease and that we might be able to help you get support 
for? 

Or i t might just be things you see like:

• Children appear neglected 

• Drug paraphernalia  

• Smelling of alcohol 

• Evidence of self-harm 

• Confused, paranoid, depressed 

Observe

Trust
your

senses
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2. Refer and moni tor

Be informed!

There are many services out there that can provide assistance to our 
client/tenants.  We don’t have to know all of them but it’s good to be aware 
of some key services.  Each Service Centre has a resource guide that 
provides a number of useful referrals.  Make yourself familiar with these and 
how they may be able to assist your client/tenants. 

If you’re not sure what type of service you need you can:

• Ask the client/tenant, what/who’s helped you before? Have you 
heard of a service that might be able to help that we can refer you 
to? 

• Ring a service you are familiar with or think may be able to help, 
explain the problem and ask them who they suggest. 

• Ask you Senior Customer Service Officer for advice. 

• Ask you Service or Area Manager for advice. 

Be active!

Giving a client/tenant a piece of paper with a phone number on it is one 
thing.  But we all know that picking up the phone to ask for help is HARD.
So, actively refer client/tenants to services. 

This means: 

• Don’t wait until the client/tenant asks, you can make the suggestion! 

• Making sure they’re okay with the referral i.e. client/tenant consent. 

• Giving the client/tenant the space to make contact with the service 
personally eg You’ve mentioned that budgeting is hard for you, 
Anglicare has a financial counselling service who can work with you 
to help you budget.  If you want to you can ring them now and make 
an appointment. 

• Explaining why you’re making the referral eg You’ve mentioned that 
budgeting is hard for you, Anglicare has a financial counselling 
service who can work with you to help you budget.  If it’s okay with 
you, I can ring them now and make an appointment. 

Refer

If you’re
not sure:

Ask the
client

Ring a
service you

know for
advice

Ask your
colleagues

Make it an
active

referral
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Be watchful !

If you’ve made referrals, you also need to think about when you also need to 
see a change in behaviours, particularly those behaviours which are not 
consistent with the lease.  Monitor how things are going by identifying 
yourself, the client or a service provider to the activity and a timeframe for 
the activity to be completed by.  Check in with the client/tenant and see how 
they’re going.  Check arrears, anti-social behaviours and condition of 
property, are there improvements? 

See more about this in the next section. 

3. Planning

Observing, referring and monitoring are crucial.  And so is taking a planned 
and coordinated approach.  Planning is about bringing it all together and is 
necessary for client/tenants with complex needs where one simple referral 
won’t be enough to support their tenancy. 

• Planning means thinking about the big p icture.

• Planning means star ting early when you fi rst notice
something rather than trying to put services into place
when everything goes pear-shaped.

• Planning means identi fying the key issues impacting on
the tenancy and getting the services and activi ties in
place that can help the tenant or at least g ive them a go.

Planning involves: 

Is there are a key worker?

Many client/tenants will have support already in place or may have had 
success with a particular service or worker in the past.  Does the 
client/tenant have an existing support service that can help? They may even 
be case managing the client/tenant.  They might be able to tell you what 
they are working on and vice versa.  You can agree on the issues that might 
need work to support the tenancy. 

What have you observed?

This is the – what do you? 

SEE HEAR SMELL FEEL

re: Compliance wi th the Lease

re: Social and heal th problems

Identify
existing
support
services

What is
the

problem?

Monitor
your

referrals
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What needs to happen to access/maintain the tenancy?

What are the goals you are trying to achieve? This is most likely to relate to 
the client/tenant’s compliance with the lease for example: 

• Reduced rent arrears. 

• Good condition of property 

Using Condition of property for example, you can take this to the next level 
by including specific and measurable changes like: 

• Tidy house and mow yard regularly. 

• Clean the bathroom and exhaust fan. 

• Remove car bodies and mow yard. 

There will also be other changes to assist the social and health problems the 
client/ tenant has.  For example: 

• Children have appeared dirty and not adequately dressed on two 
occasions. 

How is actual ly going to happen?

These are the steps from our perspective.  There may be only one or many 
depending on what needs to happen to make the change.  This will require 
that you have a talk to the client/tenant and agree on what needs to happen 
to make the changes.  Using the children as an example: 

• Suggest and refer to child care fo time out. 

• Suggest and refer to Good Beginnings for parenting support. 

• Refer to CPAARS regarding potential neglect. 

Al locating the tasks

This means agreeing on who is going to do what.  It means you need to 
agree with the client/tenant who will organise each step.   The example is 
further detailed in the attached template (see attachment 1). 

What
changes
need to
happen?

What steps
have to

happen to
make the
change?

Who is
responsible
for taking

action?
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Timeframes

Even though we’re social housing managers, we don’t give our tenants an 
indefinite number of chances to make good.  Having said that, there isn’t a 
hard and fast rule about how many chances a tenant should get.  However, 
planning like this will give you a framework that will help work out and justify 
when enough is enough as demonstrated by referrals and follow up and no 
changes.   

The example in attachment 1 provides concrete timeframes for action. 

Seeing change

The whole point of planning and coordinating is that we can see real 
changes in people’s lives and tenancies. 

Thinking about the example above, you would want to see an improvement 
in the condition of property.  Maybe this won’t be 100% satisfactory when 
you first review how things are going.  It might be necessary to even think 
about change in small steps along a required timeframe so the tenant can 
work towards achieving the goal. 

Again, thinking back to the example, this might mean that a further 
inspection in a month or two would show you that these things have or 
haven’t been done. 

It also allows you to put in a contingency plan.  This should include – 
checking that change is sustainable e.g. after one month, three months, six 
months.  Or if change doesn’t occur or regresses, think now about what the 
next steps might be.  This means you can be really clear with the 
client/tenant when making a plan what will happen if change does not occur. 

A couple of words about client/tenant consent 

Client/tenant consent is not required where we are mandated reporters.  So 
where we suspect that a child is being abused or neglected or at risk of 
such, we are not required to get consent from the family to report the child. 

In any other situation, a client/tenant does have to consent to getting 
support.  HOWEVER, they do need to understand their obligations under 
their Lease.  They need to understand that as social housing managers we 
will expect to see changes so that they meet their Lease obligations.  This 
means something has to change if they are to continue to have a tenancy 
with us.   

When does
the action
need to be
completed?

How will
you know

that the
changes

have
happened?
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Eg Okay I hear you don’t want to go to Anglicare for help with your budget.  
However, at present you are 4 weeks in arrears, this has happened before 
and we’ve issued a Notice to Vacate.  We’re not going to continue to do that.  
The next step is that we will seek to evict you for non-payment of rent.  
Getting help with your budget might be able to assist you pay the rent and 
stay in your house.

This is called coercive decision making.  It means that we give client/tenants 
a choice from a limited number of options and these options are at the end 
of the day, linked back to their obligations under their Lease. 

The other thing about client/tenant consent is that you might want to ask the 
client/tenant if it’s okay that you get feedback from the referral service about 
how they are going.  This is not because you want to know the details of the 
intervention, this is not appropriate.  The information you are looking for is 
that: 

• They have turned up to the appointment/s 

• That things are going okay and the service provider can see change 

• Any other advice the service provider might be able to give that can 
support the client/tenant’s tenancy. 

If you make an agreement or contract with the client/tenant that they will get 
support, then it is recommended you get their consent for the release of 
relevant information from the service provider.  However this is not essential 
because at the end of the day the client/tenant will be able to meet their 
obligations under their Lease and you will see real change or they won’t.  It’s 
important to encourage the positive changes you see.  The other side of the 
coin is, if you don’t see the changes you need to see, it will be necessary to 
commence eviction proceedings (refer to Eviction Policy and Procedures). 
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