
SSPA CONFERENCE 2015 REPORT
“I really appreciate that a conference of this calibre has 
come to Whangarei - thank you.”

SSPA’s annual conference 2015 was held in Whangarei on 17 – 
18 September with the theme Maranga Mai! Standing Strong 
Together. 120 delegates from different parts of New Zealand 
including as far as Invercargill gathered at Toll Stadium in the 
beautiful landscape of Northland.

Maranga Mai! Standing Strong Together was another 
successful conference for SSPA. 98% participants expressed high 
or very high satisfaction with the overall conference experience. 
Most of the keynote speakers were rated highly by more than 
80% for quality and usefulness of their addresses. Judging from 
both, comments and rating, the selection of workshops was great 
and the topics met attendees’ needs. The ‘Speed Dating’ session 
was a unique setup where people had the opportunity to learn 
about different groups and make new contacts.

The programme had a good spread of topics with local initiatives, 
creativity and a youth focus. The South Auckland Poets Collective 
seemed to be the highlight of the conference for many. The 
spoken-word poetry of these talented young people used as a 

channel for reaching youth and community was inspiring and 
highly emotive. Another highlight of the conference, especially 
for those who came from outside of Whangarei, was the walking 
tour by Pupurangi Tour which gave us an understanding of the 
history of Whangarei. There were many positive comments about 
speakers, and many said that they would be able to 
integrate learnings into their practice.
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Maranga Mai! Standing strong together Conference 2015 delegates
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•	 Paul	Nixon	–	refreshing	to	hear	real	info	on	where	it	is	at	for	CYF	
and	Social	Work

•	 There	were	some	interesting	presenters	who	made	learning	fun	
and	networking	was	also	very	helpful

•	 Wellbeing	workshop	(Jill	Secker)	had	heaps	of	good	ideas

•	 Judith	 Morris’s	 attachment	 theory	 with	 the	 children	 (can	 be	
integrated	in	my	work)

•	 Critical	thinking	(Liz	Beddoe’s	keynote)	(can	be	integrated	in	my	
work)

•	 A	lot	of	info	on	resilience	(Marilyn	Wilson)	that	is	useful	for	my	
practice

•	 Loved	the	mix	of	different	things	that	mean	‘Social	Services’

•	 Young	people	connection	(can	be	integrated)	–	take	back	to	
my	space	and	connect

Throughout the conference delegates were inspired to collaborate 
to work more effectively together. They drew inspiration from 
talking to like-minded people and sharing information and ideas.

•	 (What	attending	this	Conference	has	helped	with	is)	growing	
and	strengthening	new	relationships	joining/	combining	forces	
to	work	more	effectively	together	for	best	outcomes	for	whanau

•	 Thank	you	for	the	opportunity	to	travel	to	different	parts	of

•	 NZ	and	meet	key	community	colleagues

•	 People	were	very	open	and	collaborative

SSPA would like to give deep thanks to all the speakers and 
delegates for being an integral part of the learning at and 
from this conference, and giving constructive feedback. Lastly, 
but certainly not least, SSPA acknowledges the Te Tai Tokerau 
Conference Committee members for their leadership and 
guidance in planning and facilitating the conference.

INTERVIEWS WITH CONFERENCE DELEGATES:

“What did you enjoy about this year’s conference?”

Poetry was good, listening to Ministers and listening to 
Child Youth and Family, Skylight... and all the other groups 
we collabo-rate with to find out more about them. There 
are lots of them… we know they are there but we don’t 
know exactly what they do or how we can relate with 
them. This is the way to find out and I’d like to share the 
knowledge with my team.

Liz Beddoe’s keynote address – giving social workers a 
voice, having a voice in the community and not making it 
anonymous. Too much we’re made anonymous because 
we are not consult-ed and are not able to ask those political 
questions or make polit-ical statements because that’s our 
jobs on the line, but as an um-brella organisation we can.

“What have you taken away from this year’s 
conference?”

You never see therapy but it’s important for me as a kaimahi 
too that I find my happy place. All the self-care, all the things 
that we can pass onto clients who I work with and we need 
to be practic-ing, that’s the valuable thing I can take away 
from this (Conference).

Pupurangi Tour conductor Tony Munro guiding through the history of Whangarei

Our M.C. for the conference, Kipa Munro at main room

Conference committee members, SSPA executives and staff

Jodie Owen from Te Wānanga o Aotearoa being inter-viewed. Filming was done 
by Channel North crew

Filmed presentations and interviews can be viewed 
on SSPA Vimeo Channel – www.vimeo.com/sspa
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Gabrielle O’Brien is the CEO of 
Birthright New Zealand, a SSPA 
Member. Prior to joining Birthright, 
Gabrielle spent the majority of her 
career working in Human Resources 
and Organisation Development 
roles both in NZ and in the United 
Kingdom. For the last eight years she 
has worked in the NGO sector in CEO 
roles, initially with a professional membership organisation 
for dispute resolution professionals and now with Birthright.  
In her voluntary life, Gabrielle has always had an interest 
in supporting children and families including time as a 
Youthline telephone counsellor, kindergarten committee 
member and school board trustee, ESOL home tutor and 
reader/writer for college students.  In addition to her day 
job, Gabrielle facilitates, mediates and coaches, and assesses 
mediators for the Resolution Institute and as Family Dispute 
Resolution practitioners.

About Birthright  www.birthright.org.nz
Birthright works to strengthen and enrich the lives of 
children and families. We specialise in working with families 
led by one person. Our vision is for nurtured, resilient, 
inspired children and families.

Birthright NZ is the national umbrella organisation for 
Birthright member organisations throughout NZ who 
deliver a variety of social services to children and their 
families. They assess needs and work closely with other 
community service providers to ensure children and 
families who need support can access appropriate services.  
Several regional Birthright organisations are SSPA Members.

SOME REFLECTIONS ON CHANGE  BY GABRIELLE O’BRIEN
This year the J R McKenzie Trust celebrates their 75th anniversary. 
Their by-line for the occasion: “Honouring	 a	 legacy,	 celebrating	
achievement,	looking	to	the	future”

This, to me, sums up the activity that has been happening in 
Birthright. Our challenge: how do we keep what is best from our 
past, acknowledge and build on that and yet at the same time, be 
open to ways of working differently.

Before we began, however, we had some preparation to do. 
Changing the conversation in and between our organisation(s) 
and bringing everyone together to gain a “warts and all” picture 
was valuable ground work and built confidence to enter a change 
conversation.

Day to day changes allow us to absorb the new incrementally 
and almost by osmosis. Deliberately shaking up our working 
environment is less comfortable. For us, the status quo is not 
an option so we wanted to drive the agenda of where to from 
here rather than have that “done” to us. We picked brains in other 
organisations, we scanned our environment, both internally and 
externally and having distilled all of this, we were ready to begin.

18 months later, we have unanimous agreement to a new 
structure and we are in the implementation phase.  Oh how a 
simple statement belies the hard work, the challenges, the many 
conversations and the commitment of everyone involved.

Here are a few things we learned along the way:

Leadership is key. Our national board believed passionately in 
this project. This doesn’t mean that sometimes board members 
didn’t passionately believe different things! Issues were debated, 
differences acknowledged, and consensus built.

Using expertise from across the organisation works. We 
were very fortunate to have a skilled and committed project 
team from across our organisation with a front line social worker, 
managers and governance representatives providing a cross 
section of experience, environments and knowledge.

A guide is invaluable. Our facilitator helped us build a robust 
process and guided us along the way. She not only provided 
us with a roadmap but also constantly challenged the project 
team asking “why” and sometimes “why not?” She challenged 
us to listen and understand how we could make the best use 
of feedback. Her knowledge and experience also saved us from 
reinventing a few wheels.

Solid foundations are worth the investment. Taking the 
time to revisit our Vision, Purpose and Values, and develop some 
success criteria against which we could evaluate options was 
time well spent.

You can never have too much communication. Over the 
course of the project we sent out documents for feedback, we 
visited sites, we held national forums, we used teleconferencing 

and we kept talking. We tried to keep feedback loops constantly 
in play, making it as easy as possible to engage with the project 
and recognise different preferences for receiving information.

What’s in it for me/us? This is a filter for us all and we need to 
keep thinking about and being able to answer that question. We 
also need to recognise that there may be a difference between 
the right thing to do nationally and the right thing to do locally or 
personally. Providing an escape clause for those who don’t want 
to be part of the new structure is important even though we work 
on the basis that if you want to come, we’ll work alongside you 
to get there.

Resourcing makes a difference. Having grant funding 
specifically for this project had a double effect. It reassured 
concerns that funds would be diverted from direct service 
delivery but it also reassured us that our organisation and our 
project were seen as worthwhile investments.

You can’t please all of the people all of the time. Invariably, 
the pace of change will be too slow for some and too fast for 
others. The proposed changes will appeal more to some than 
others. At the end of the day, change is about risk. We never know 
what is around the next corner. All we can do is calculate the risk 
carefully, keep questioning, keep talking and listening and keep 
moving. As Socrates said: “The secret of change is to focus all of 
your energy not on fighting the old but on building the new.”

Our change process is just the beginning for us. Implementation 
will have bumps. There are bound to be some detours and 
roadblocks but that’s life – isn’t it?
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THE A TO Z OF SSPA
Many of you know I am moving on from my role at SSPA in early 2016. As I reflect on my time as National Manager, I am struck by 
an organisational ethos that is best captured in Richard Bach’s words: “What the caterpillar calls the end of the world the master calls 
the butterfly.”

SSPA members and stakeholders work in the most difficult of environments, with very little incentive and only the distant future 
on which to rely for reward and gratification when the tamariki, young people and whānau they have walked with have been able 
to successfully turn their lives around.

I feel privileged to have been, albeit somewhat vicariously, a part of that journey over the past two and a half years. Some of the 
highlights for me have been:

•	 Extraordinary leadership in SSPA Executive. Nothing has been too much for these people, all of whom carry significant 
management and governance responsibility in agencies of note across New Zealand. Critical thinkers, movers and shakers 
constantly seeking out opportunities to enable providers.

•	 Collegiality in the sector. Government and non-government, voices that have resonated and joined to represent a collective 
cause.

•	 Managers, social workers, counsellors, therapists, administrators, politicians and academics who have attended many a SSPA 
seminar, workshop and conference, contributing their wisdom and learning to improve outcomes for the people with whom 
we work.

I leave an organisation in good heart. We have achieved a fresh strategic direction, a sharp new database, a growing membership 
and significant, strong relationships with providers, umbrellas, politicians, Ministries. The vision of a vibrant and strong social service 
sector is within reach. Kia Kaha!

He waka eke noa.
Tara D’Sousa

SELF CARE FOR THE PEOPLE WHO CARE
•	 acknowledge and reinforce what they currently do that 

works;

•	 build on and share these approaches;

•	 consider doing something new, or rekindle something they 
used to do.

Comments from Auckland Self-Care workshop on 27 
November 2015:

•	 (I	 learned)	 how	 busy-ness	 is	 a	 mind	 condition	 and	 how	 we	
normalise	(it)	and	do	too	many	things	at	once

•	 (This	 workshop)	 reminded	 me	 to	 talk	 to	 others	 (about)	
something	I	thought	I	had	to	live	with….if	only	I	had	talked	to	
someone	sooner!

•	 (Most	helpful)	The	five	ways	of	well-being.

“Just having the opportunity to multitask is detrimental to 
cognitive performance. .... Research found that being in a 
situation where you are trying to concentrate on a task, and an 
email is sitting unread in your inbox, can reduce your effective IQ 
by 10 points. ... (Marijuana) interferes profoundly with memory 
and with our ability to concentrate on several things at once. ... 
The cognitive losses from multitasking are even greater than the 
cognitive losses from pot smoking.”

Daniel Levitin, The Organized Mind: Thinking Straight in the Age 
of Information Overload (p97)

YOU TOLD US AND WE LISTENED…. 
From critical SSPA member feedback we know:

•	 in most SSPA workplaces people are experiencing high 
professional and personal demands;

•	 in their professional roles staff may be advising clients or 
supporting them to care for themselves yet many are 
putting their self-care needs aside

SSPA’s current national seminar series is focussed on 
caring for the people who care. 

These are designed as interactive sessions for social sector 
workers at all levels to:

•	 identify and problem solve stress in the workplace and 
elsewhere;

Future Workshops:

Wellington – Friday 29 Jan 2016, 9am–12pm,  
31 Hobson Cres, Thorndon

Registration fee: $20 (members) or $30 (non-members). 
Group discount available

For more details and registration, go to www.sspa.org.nz 

Dunedin and Christchurch TBC

Contact  events@sspa.org.nz  if a self care workshop is 
needed in your region.


