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Executive summary 
Over the last few decades in Australia, community services have been 
increasingly outsourced to non-government organisations (Green & Dalton, 
2016). Australian non-government community service organisations have 
consequently grown significantly (Productivity Commission, 2010). Country 
community services confront additional challenges to those of their 
metropolitan counterparts in their management of complex and often 
expanding services across large geographical areas.  

Hub-and-spoke service models aim to reduce geographical barriers to access. 
Hub-and-spoke management models comprise a centralised administration 
office (hub) which supports local service delivery centres (spokes) (McLennan 
et al., 2006). Services may be delivered to more places/clients with fewer 
resources and/or qualified practitioners, without the need for multiple service 
centres (Dew et al., 2013; Drabsch, 2015; McLennan et al., 2006; Nancarrow, 
Roots, Grace, & Saberi, 2015; Wakerman et al., 2008). While hub-and-spoke 
models work well for service provision, the experience of workers, particularly 
with regard to how connected they feel to their organisations, is unknown.  

Research aims and methods  
This study aimed to inform and to provide opportunities to enhance staff 
communication and connectedness in Australian country community service 
organisations. The organisations that participated in this study managed their 
operations using variations of a hub-and-spoke model. The study sought 
answers to the following research questions: 

• What do communication patterns tell us about staff connectedness in 
the partner organisations? 

• How connected do hub-and-spoke Australian country community 
service organisation staff members feel in terms of their workplace 
location, their organisational culture, and support from their colleagues 
and line managers?  

• What reasons do staff members give for their experiences of 
connectedness? 

• What do partner organisation staff members believe will increase their 
sense of connectedness within their organisation? 
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The project was undertaken using multiple methods in three stages.  

1. Survey 1: Initial survey to appraise communication patterns among 
staff working in the two study partner organisations using social 
network analysis (SNA) and questions about organisational 
communication and management. 

2. Survey 2: Follow-up survey which built on key Survey 1 findings, 
focussing on communication between staff in three role types. Survey 
2 collected data from the two partner organisations and three similar 
country community service organisations. 

3. In-depth interviews: The third stage sought to develop a more 
comprehensive understanding of both survey 1 and 2 results using in-
depth, semi-structured interviews with 10 partner organisation staff. 

Key findings 
Staff sense of connectedness to their organisational values was strong and 
most staff received excellent support from their line managers and colleagues. 
The study findings suggest, nevertheless, that significant increases in staff 
connectedness could be achieved by undertaking two main changes.  

Firstly, staff connectedness would be strengthened if management practices 
were structured around organisational founding values such as care and 
compassion. Many staff referred to their organisations’ mission statements 
and values and gave accounts of their appreciation of their flexible and family-
oriented working conditions.  

Secondly, more networking between programs and sites would enhance 
connectedness and the evidence from other studies suggests that this would 
also increase staff engagement and creativity (Kijkuit & Van Den Ende, 2007; 
von Held, 2012).  

The study findings suggest three main types of connectedness that can be 
enhanced to increase staff feelings of connectedness. The first of these is top-
down connectedness, being high level organisational connectedness which 
respondents associated with top-down information sharing. The second is 
network connectedness, which is where discussions about day-to-day 
activities occur within teams, sites and/or with line managers. The third type is 
cross-organisational connectedness, which is where staff from different 
programs and/or sites as well as staff from different levels connect. 
Intersecting with these three is cultural connectedness, which refers to the 
ways in which organisational culture shapes the daily communications and 
activities associated with workplace environments.  
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The study found that many spoke staff had few connections within their 
organisations other than their immediate chain of command, team colleagues 
and staff they may supervise. A large number of staff had one main 
connection and/or only connected with one or two staff at the same site or 
program and rarely connected with any other staff. Most of the 
recommendations in this report are directed at ways to increase the number 
and quality of connections between spoke sites, programs and levels of staff. 
This would also benefit the organisations by producing a more networked, 
creative and adaptive approach to on-the-ground policy and practice, that 
could complement the hub-and-spoke structure (Abbasi et al 2013; Kijkuit & 
Van Den Ende, 2007). Recent studies of organisations have shown that 
collaboration and sharing knowledge between staff leads to higher 
engagement and creativity among staff and increased productivity (Arıkan & 
Schilling 2011; Kijkuit & Van Den Ende, 2007; Von Held, 2012). 

Staff perceptions of their fit with organisational values was central to their 
sense of connectedness, which is supported by prior studies (Chen, Lune, & 
Edward L. Queen, 2013; Huynh, Xanthopoulou, & Winefield, 2014; Stride & 
Higgs, 2014). Staff recognised that significant growth in the country 
community services sector had contributed to a reduction in staff 
connectedness. Most community service organisations are value-driven, with 
a focus on caring and valuing people (Stride & Higgs 2014). Incorporating 
these values more explicitly in the day-to-day work and communications that 
staff undertake would serve these organisations well.  

The original hub-and-spoke model requires a strict chain of command to 
operate effectively and does not require connections between spokes (Arıkan 
& Schilling, 2011). Government organisations and many large for-profit 
organisations tend to adopt such hierarchical, bureaucratic structures. These 
structures are often referred to as ‘value-free’.  The hub-and-spoke model may 
be the ideal way to provide cost-effective services to rural and remote areas, 
however it is based on a value-free distribution of goods. As such, it may not 
be ideal on its own in value-based community service (people-focussed) 
organisations. The findings outlined in this report strongly suggest that the 
hub-and-spoke model should be adapted to include a more networked 
approach that would foster staff connectedness, engagement and creativity 
and thereby staff satisfaction, productivity and retention. This report provides 
recommendations based on the findings herein for opportunities to enhance 
staff connectedness in country community service organisations. 
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Recommendations 

  

• Strengthen value-driven approach to management 
• Develop a network-approach to complement the hub-and-spoke model 
• Provide leadership capacity building training to staff 
• Incorporate cultural safety across agencies 
• Explore ways to involve all staff in decision-making 
• Explore ways to hold all staff meetings (e.g. video link-up) 
• Provide opportunities for face-to-face meetings, gatherings 
• Foster opportunities for social activities 
• Introduce new employees to their own and other teams and follow up  
• Increase casual staff involvement in organisational activities 
• Increase transparency in change management/decision-making processes 
• Schedule regular, quality senior management visits to spoke sites 
• Provide hot desks at hub and spoke sites for travelling staff 
• Consider alternatives to email for communication to all staff  
• Require timely responses to staff requests/paperwork  
• Back up information dissemination to spoke staff beyond line manager 
• Rotate program meeting sites  
• Require mandatory all staff site meetings – rotate program presentations 
• Emphasise the importance of regular, quality supervision 
• Improve ITC – videoconferencing and instant messaging 
• Provide electronic staff directory with searchable staff profiles 
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Introduction and background 

Literature review 
This study aims to provide empirical data to inform and opportunities to 
enhance staff communication and connectedness in Australian country 
community services. Over the last few decades in Australia, as part of a larger 
economic reform agenda, state and federal governments have retreated from 
delivering community services. These services are increasingly outsourced to 
non-government organisations (Green & Dalton, 2016). Australian non-
government community service organisations have consequently grown 
significantly - by around 15% between 1999-2000 and 2006-2007 (Productivity 
Commission, 2010). Country community services confront additional 
challenges to those of their metropolitan counterparts in their management of 
complex and often expanding services across large geographical areas. 

Many country services operate in a hub-and-spoke management model, which 
was originally conceptualised by the airline industry (Cook & Goodwin, 2008; 
Lederer & Nambimadom, 1998). Globally, the airline industry has moved from 
point-to-point to hub-and-spoke systems because they require fewer aircraft 
and fewer routes to cover larger geographical areas, resulting in being more 
efficient, economical and profitable (Cook & Goodwin, 2008). Hub-and-spoke 
management models are now prevalent in the health services sector 
(Devarakonda, 2016; Dew et al., 2013; Drabsch, 2015), marketing, and supply 
chain management (Chadwick & Dabu, 2009; Liu, Kasturiratne, & Moizer, 
2012). The central hub is generally the organisational central administration, 
or head office. The spokes are either 1) communication or transport lines, with 
the end of each spoke being the furthest site from the hub or 2) sites of local 
service delivery at various distances from the hub (Dew et al., 2013; Drabsch, 
2015; Giuntoli, Newton, & Fisher, 2015). The community service organisations 
that participated in this study are most like the latter hub-and-spoke model, 
comprising a centralised administration office (hub) which supports local 
service delivery centres (spokes) (McLennan et al., 2006). There are 
variations of this model, for example multi-nodal hubs whereby administration 
is shared between more than one site (Alumur, Kara, & Karasan, 2012), and 
one of the organisations herein loosely operated as such. The hub-and-spoke 
model (and its variations) is considered one of the most effective and cost 
efficient ways to deliver goods and services (Alumur et al., 2012).  

In Australia, hub-and-spoke service models aim to reduce geographical 
barriers to access. Vast distances between towns and communities are 
associated with few available skilled personnel and high service provision 
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costs (Dew et al., 2013; Drabsch, 2015; Dyson, Kruger, & Tennant, 2012; 
Russell et al., 2013; Wakerman & Humphreys, 2011). Studies suggest that 
hub-and-spoke models work well for rural, remote and isolated areas for 
medical and allied health service delivery. Services may be delivered to more 
places/clients with fewer resources and/or qualified practitioners, without the 
need for multiple service centres (Dew et al., 2013; Drabsch, 2015; McLennan 
et al., 2006; Nancarrow et al., 2015; Wakerman et al., 2008). While it seems 
that hub-and-spoke models work well for service provision, the experience of 
workers is unknown.  

Connectedness in the context of this study draws on the relatively new 
definition of organisational connectedness which is ‘a positive state of well-
being that involves an emotional connection with other workers, with service 
recipients and with aspects of the task and the organization's values’ (Huynh 
et al., 2014). While this definition of organisational connectedness was used in 
relation to volunteers, it fits well with the values of community service 
organisations (Chen et al., 2013). It follows that organisational connectedness 
requires the development of organisational networks (connections with other 
workers) which in turn require organisational communication. Fostering 
organisational networks has been shown to increase the potential for the 
sharing of experiences and ideas across staff levels and programs thus 
enhancing creativity (Kijkuit & Van Den Ende, 2007; von Held, 2012).  

In its original form, the hub-and spoke model is predicated on a top-down, 
purportedly value-free centrally controlled hierarchical management approach 
that does not require high-level decision making input at the spoke level 
(Arıkan & Schilling, 2011). Australian community service organisations, by 
contrast, often conduct their work based on a core set of values (Mendel & 
Brudney, 2014; Tucker & Parker, 2013). Further, non-profit organisations have 
been shown to offer workers more flexibility, decision-making and 
responsiveness in their roles than for-profit or bureaucratic organisations 
(Chen et al., 2013; Lee, 2016). Organisational values shape organisational 
culture and practices, which affect staff connectedness (Chen et al., 2013; 
Huynh et al., 2014). Thus, this study explores staff experiences of ways in 
which organisational culture affects their sense of connectedness. 

The study investigates the extent to which community service organisations’ 
employees located at spoke sites feel connected to their (often hub-located) 
line manager, their peers, and their colleagues at the hub and/or other spokes. 
The study sought the views of staff from the hubs and spokes of five 
Australian country community service organisations about their organisations’ 
efforts to foster staff connectedness and examined their operational and 
communication strategies. The study participants included staff from two study 
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partner organisations and three similar organisations. This report refers to the 
study partner organisations as partner organisations and the three similar 
organisations as like organisations. The partner organisations included two 
South Australian country organisations, UnitingCare Wesley Country South 
Australia (UCWCSA) and Anglican Community Care Ltd. (ac.care). The like 
organisations included three country non-profits from Queensland, Northern 
Territory and Victoria that were structured similarly and provide similar 
community services. 

Although there is extensive literature about the hub-and-spoke model of health 
service delivery, very little has been published evaluating hub-and-spoke 
country community service organisations. There are some studies of staff 
connectedness, but none examining the context of hub-and-spoke country 
community service organisations. This study attends to this gap in practice 
and in the literature, seeking answers to the following research questions: 

• What do communication patterns tell us about staff connectedness in 
the partner organisations? 

• How connected do hub-and-spoke Australian country community 
service organisation staff members feel in terms of their workplace 
location, their organisational culture, and support from their colleagues 
and line managers?  

• What reasons do staff members give for their experiences of 
connectedness? 

• What do partner organisation staff members believe will increase their 
sense of connectedness within their organisation? 

The study uses data and theory to answer the research questions and to 
recommend how country service organisations can foster staff 
connectedness and therefore improve staff satisfaction, productivity and 
retention. 

Partner organisations 

UnitingCare Wesley Country SA 
UnitingCare Wesley Country SA (UCWCSA) is a part of the national 
UnitingCare Network, providing community services across north western 
parts of South Australia. It has its central administration office (hub) in Port 
Pirie and 18 sites (spokes) (Figure 1). There is a large volunteer contingent 
providing support to programs across sites. The services provided by 
UCWCSA range across the sites and include: foster care; community; 
disability and mental health; domestic violence; families and children; youth; 
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financial support; and housing and homelessness support services 
(UCWCSA). 

ac.care 
ac.care (Anglican Community Care Incorporated) is a grassroots country 
social service organisation in South Australia that provides services 
predominantly the South East and Murraylands. ac.care was founded by 
people in the Mount Gambier area who initially established services for youth 
at risk of being homeless. The central administration office (hub) is in Mount 
Gambier and there are regional offices in Berri and Murray Bridge and 11 
service sites (spokes) (see Figure1). ac.care's mission is ‘to enhance the 
wellbeing of rural people through positive social change’. Like most non-
government community serviced organisations, it has grown significantly in 
recent decades and has expanded to provide: Aboriginal services; family, 
children and youth services; foster care; residential care; and community and 
learning services (ac.care).  
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Figure 1. Geographical representation of UCWCSA and ac.care hub and spoke sites 
 

 
Satellite map source: “South Australia” 32o58’02.22” S 136o19’50.43”E. Google Earth. December 14 
2015, accessed 23 February 2017. 

 

 

  

Indulkana Youth Shed 

Coober Pedy:  
Paxton Road 
Umoon Road 

 

Ceduna 

Port Pirie: 
Ward House (UCWCSA hub) 
Flarc 
Men’s Shed 
Group Home 
Community Centre 
Amity 
 

Berri: 
regional office 
Winkie-Gerard 
Creche  Kadina: 

Digby Street 
Hay Street 

Clare 

Peterborough 

Port Augusta:  
Chapel Street 
Stirling Road 
Group Home 

Port Lincoln 

Whyalla 

Naracoorte 

Victor Harbor 

Waikerie 

Murray Bridge: 
Kennett Road (regional office) 
Nikowar 
Minya Porlar Creche 
Galway House 
Best House 
 

Millicent 

 
 UCWCSA sites          

  ac.care sites 

 

Mount Gambier: 
White Avenue (hub) 
Family Relationship Centre 
Community Centre 
O’Connor House 
 



 

 

14 Methods 

Methods 
This project aimed to examine ways to foster staff connectedness in hub-and-
spoke community service organisations in Australia. To answer the research 
questions, the project was undertaken using multiple methods in three stages.  

The first stage (survey 1) sought to appraise communication patterns among 
staff working in the partner organisations. Survey 1 included questions to 
create an organisational network analysis of each of the two partner 
organisations, using social network analysis (SNA) methods. Survey 1 
included questions about organisational communication and management 
which guided the development of the second stage.  

The second stage (survey 2) built upon findings from survey 1, focussing on 
communication between staff in three role types: staff working at spoke sites; 
program managers/ team leaders at either hub or spoke sites; and human 
resource staff in the hub. Survey 2 collected data from the two partner 
organisations and the three like organisations to ascertain the extent to which 
staff experiences of connectedness were shared in other similar organisations.  

The third stage sought to develop a more comprehensive understanding of 
both survey 1 and 2 results using in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
partner organisation staff from each of the three tiers described above. 

Table 1. Summary of research aims and methods 

Research questions Stage Method Analysis 
What do communication patterns tell us about staff 
connectedness in the partner organisations? 
 

Stage 1 Survey 1 A priori data 
analysis 
SNA 

How connected to hub-and-spoke Australian country 
community service organisation staff members feel in terms 
of their workplace location, their organisational culture, and 
support from their colleagues and line managers? 

Stage 2 Survey 2 
 

A priori data 
analysis 

What reasons to staff members give for their experiences 
of connectedness? 

Stage 2 
Stage 3 

Survey 2 
Interviews 

A priori data 
analysis 
Thematic 
analysis 

What do partner organisation staff members believe will 
increase their sense of connectedness within their 
organisation? 
 

Stage 3 Interviews Thematic 
analysis 
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Figure 2. Staged research methods 
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Stage 2 
Survey 1 findings were used to develop survey 2, to explore how connected 
hub-and-spoke country community service organisation staff members feel in 
terms of their workplace location, their organisational culture, and support from 
their colleagues and line managers. Following up on survey 1 findings, the 
second survey explored how, when and where communication took place 
among teams and between spoke and hub staff, what their communication 
preferences were and what the organisation could do better. The survey was 
distributed to the partner organisations and the three like organisations, to 
enable broader analysis of communication practice within Australian country 
community service organisations.  

All staff members in each of the organisations were invited to participate in the 
Stage 2 survey. Questions for all respondents focussed on whole organisation 
communication and connectedness. Specific sets of questions were directed 
toward the following levels of staff: 

• Central HR Manager – based at the ‘hub’. 
• Program manager/Team leader – based at either the ‘hub’ or ‘spoke/s’. 
• Worker at ‘spoke’ site/s – based at a ‘spoke’ 

Respondents were asked whether they were willing to be invited to participate 
in an interview within three months of participating in the survey. Those who 
agreed were asked to provide contact details.  

The data gathered in Stages 1 & 2 were analysed using the statistical tools in 
SurveyMonkey and thematic analysis of open-ended comments. Thematic 
analysis involves six steps - familiarisation with the data, coding, searching for, 
reviewing, defining and naming themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & 
Braun, 2013; SurveyMonkey).  

Stage 3  
Stage 3 consisted of in-depth interviews with UCWCSA and ac.care staff. 
Partner organisation representatives and the University research team 
developed an in-depth, semi structured interview guide to explore themes and 
questions which emerged from the analyses of surveys 1 and 2. The sample 
comprised 10 participants from the same three levels of staff as the focus of 
Stage 2. Interviews were conducted at a time and place chosen by 
participants (7), or by telephone (3), and averaged an hour in length. All 
interviews were audio recorded and handwritten field notes provided context. 
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The research team obtained Flinders University Social and Behavioural 
Research Ethics Committee approval prior to each stage of participant 
recruitment (SBREC Approval No. 7301). Formal written consent was 
obtained at the time of the interviews and electronically for telephone 
interviews. Pseudonyms were used to protect interview participants’ privacy 
and confidentiality.  

Stage 3 interviews were transcribed by the ACCSR researcher and analysed 
manually using thematic analysis as described above (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
Data from all three stages from the five organisation were synthesised by 
developing typologies from the data  (Caracelli & Greene, 1993). Typology 
development is useful in mixed methods research because typologies may be 
developed from one data type and then applied to subsequent data types 
through an iterative process (Caracelli & Greene, 1993). In this study, Survey 
1 findings were used to develop survey 2, which were then used to develop 
the interview guide. Using mixed methods is a useful way to ensure 
triangulation of findings, which essentially means “to secure an in-depth 
understanding of the phenomenon in question” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005 p5).  
Social network analysis in particular is a well suited method for the application 
of mixed methods (Edwards, 2010). 

Findings 

Respondent characteristics  
At Stage 1, 97 from 261 staff members at UCWCSA responded to the survey, 
giving a 37% response rate. Of the respondents, 52% (n=50) gave their name 
and 51% (n=49) identified their line manager. Eighty-nine percent of 
respondents identified their position and 90% their location, 26% of whom 
gave the central administration office (Ward House, Port Pirie) as their 
location. Twenty-seven percent of respondents were between 46-55 years, 
with around 20% in 36-45 and 56-65 age groups. Forty-five percent of 
respondents had been in the organisation between three to ten years; 55% 
were employed fulltime and 32% part-time. Seventeen percent of respondents 
reported relocating for their jobs within the organisation. 

Seventy-two of the 226 staff employed at ac.care responded to the Stage 1 
survey, giving a 32% response rate. Of those, 62% identified their name, 88% 
identified their position and 93% identified their location - of those 35% worked 
in the central administration office, Mount Gambier. Twenty-nine percent of 
ac.care respondents were executive staff, managers, coordinators or team 
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leaders. Eighty-two percent were aged between 36 and 55 years; 55% had 
been in the organisation 3 – 10 years; 36% were fulltime and 38% part-time. 
Only 7% of respondents had relocated for their jobs, suggesting the 
organisation mainly comprised local employees. 

Seventy-seven staff members from the partner organisations participated in 
the Stage 2 survey; 44 from ac.care and 31 from UCWCSA, with two 
respondents refraining from identifying their organisation. Eighty percent of the 
combined partner organisation respondents were female and 20% male. The 
ratio of female to male was the same in the like organisations except for 
Northern Territory respondents, which were 65% female and 45% male. Thirty 
percent of partner respondents were between 36-45 years, 38% had been in 
their organisation for 5-10 years and 16% had relocated for their job. Sixty-
three percent worked full-time and 33% part-time. These characteristics were 
similar in the like organisations, although again Northern Territory respondents 
were slightly younger, with 45% reporting being in the 36-45 age range and 
27% 26-35.  

Forty-three percent of partner organisation survey 2 respondents worked at a 
spoke site, 33% a program manager or team leader and 8% were central 
human resources managers working at the hub. Sixteen percent of 
respondents reported not working in any of those three roles. By comparison, 
47% of the like organisation respondents reported working at spoke sites and 
41% as a program manager or team leader, with no central human resources 
manager responses. 

The interview sample comprised 5 staff from each of the two partner 
organisations; two men and eight women. Two participants worked in the 
human resources department, four were either team managers or program 
coordinators (2 in spoke and 2 in hub locations) and four were spoke staff 
employees.  

Social Network Analysis 

Introduction 
Social Network Analysis (SNA) is a useful tool to understand the information 
flow and communication ties within an organisation (Stephen P Borgatti, 
Everett, & Johnson, 2013; Stephen P. Borgatti et al., 2009). Three approaches 
can be utilised to such analysis. Network diagrams offer visual representation 
of the ties and can be used to qualitatively assess the network and visually 
identify the important actors (nodes). Various cohesion measures assess the 
network as a whole providing the information on the density of the network, or 
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how well all actors are connected to each other. Lastly, centrality measures for 
each node can be regressed on additional non-relational variables of 
theoretical importance (e.g. gender, age, etc.) thus providing an insight into 
what factors may influence the position of individuals in the network 
(Hanneman & Riddle, 2005). 

UCWCSA Social Network Analysis 
The UCWCSA network contains a total of 262 names of individuals spread 
across 21 locations in the organisation. Forty-one respondents provided their 
names, which was the basis for constructing the network map of the 
organisation. Thirty-six more responses did not include the respondent’s name 
and could not be used for constructing the network diagram. A number of 
responses where the respondents provided their names were excluded 
because the respondents took less than 3 minutes to complete the survey 
indicating an effective non-response for the purpose of SNA. Although 
network-wise the response rate is very modest (just under 16%) SNA method 
uses the ties to all 262 individuals thus enabling to map even those who did 
not respond to the survey. Such sampling of the network is common in social 
sciences when the information on the entire network cannot be obtained 
(Costenbader & Valente, 2003). 

Three networks have been constructed that are based on professional ties, 
social ties, and a combination of the two. Because the analysis relies on the 
sample of 41 respondents, a number of potential ties are not present and, as a 
consequence, a number of nodes are isolated from the rest. Those isolates 
have been removed from the networks to avoid a bias towards the absence of 
ties. Importantly, even without the isolates the network cohesion statistics are 
lower because a number of ties are not captured by the sample. Nonetheless, 
the sample is large enough to provide a good representation of the larger 
networks. 

Three most commonly used centrality measures are used to evaluate the 
network position of the nodes (Hanneman & Riddle, 2005). Closeness: 
Eigenvector centrality measures the proximity of the node to other important 
nodes. The nodes with the highest eigenvector scores will have the shortest 
distances to other nodes. Closeness considers that the nodes that are closer 
to all other nodes are more central. Degree: Freeman’s degree measures the 
number of ties a node has. Degree centrality considers those nodes with the 
most ties to be more central in the network. Betweenness: Freeman’s 
betweenness measures the relative frequency a node is on a shortest path 
between any two other nodes in the network. Betweenness centrality 
considers those nodes that are most frequent go-betweens as the central to 
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the network. All approaches have their own merits and advantages 
(Hanneman & Riddle 2005). This analysis includes all three measures. 

Professional network 

The network is constructed based on 41 responses and contains 195 
individuals in total capturing about 75% of all individuals in the organisation. 
The overall density of the network is roughly 0.051 meaning that just over 5% 
of all potential ties are present. Although under normal conditions this would 
represent a very low network cohesion, we have to be mindful that a) the 
network is fairly large and large networks typically have low cohesion, b) not 
all ties are captured by the sample, c) the network has 21 distinct locations, 
and d) the professional network has a hierarchical structure. The average 
distance between nodes is 2.4 meaning that on average everyone in the 
network is able to reach another individual in 2 to 3 steps. 

The network diagram displays the ties for the 195 individuals. For this and 
other diagrams, the size of the nodes reflects their centrality (measured by 
betweenness or eigenvector score). The larger the nodes are the greater their 
role is in transmitting information within the network. A larger node is more 
instrumental in maintaining the information flow and has access to more 
informational sources than smaller nodes. As seen from the graph, nodes 4, 
10, 11, 20, 24, 29, and 34 are the most central in the transmission of 
information in the network. Five of them are located in Port Pirie - Ward 
House. For all colour coding see Table 2. 

Figure 3. UCWCSA professional network - eigenvector 
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Figure 4. UCWCSA professional network - betweenness 

 

Social network 

The social network is composed of 128 individuals. Thirty-six out of 41 
respondents in the sample indicated a presence of social ties. This means that 
88% (77% to 99% range with a 95% confidence interval) of the respondents 
had at least one social tie within the organisation. The density is 0.027 (just 
under 3% of all ties are present). The average distance is 3.5 steps. Overall, 
the social network is much less dense than the professional network, which is 
likely to be expected as colleagues engage socially with each other less than 
professionally. However, the social ties are an important contributor to the 
overall information exchange as the combined network will show. 

The social network diagram is dominated by four nodes (10, 19, 24, and 29) 
all of whom are at the Port Pirie - Ward House location. However, the social 
ties tend to include the individuals from other locations more than the 
professional ties. For example, node 19 is connected to 26 individuals from 5 
locations. In addition, we can see that there are social cliques typically based 
in each location. For example, node 41 is the centre of social interaction at 
Kadina - Digby Street and node 18 is central in the social clique of Port 
Augusta - Stirling Road while also having two connections to Port Augusta - 
Chapel Street and one tie to Port Pirie - Ward House. Similarly, node 12 is 
also connected to 5 different locations through social ties.  

Social ties are an important conduit for transmission of business information in 
an informal environment. While professional structure may impose hierarchy 
and restrict the formal information exchange to the immediate colleagues and 
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the manager, social structure is more flexible in that the individuals are free to 
engage others regardless of the formal structure. Such engagement is 
particularly important in exchange of new ideas and generating new initiatives. 
The relevance of the social ties for the organisation is even greater because a 
very large number of employees, 88% (or anywhere between 77% and 99%), 
have social ties to others in UCWCSA. 

Figure 5. UCWCSA social network - eigenvector 

 

 

Figure 6. UCWCSA social network - betweenness 
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Table 2. Node coding in the UCWCSA diagrams 

Location 
 

Colour 
Ceduna 

  Clare - Village Plaza * turquoise 
Coober Pedy - Paxton Road 

  Coober Pedy - Umoona Road 
  Indulkana - Youth and Community 

Shed * pink 
Kadina - Digby Street * orange 
Kadina - Hay Street 

  Peterborough - Main Road 
  Port Augusta - Chapel Street * blue 

Port Augusta - Group Home * brown 
Port Augusta - Stirling Road * velvet 
Port Lincoln - Eyre Road * grey 
Port Lincoln - Within a Primary School 

  Port Pirie - Amity * yellow 
Port Pirie - Community Centre 

 
dark blue 

Port Pirie - Flarc * red 
Port Pirie - Group Home * teal 
Port Pirie - Men's Shed 

 
beige 

Port Pirie - Ward House * green 
Warooka * 

 Whyalla - McRitchie Crescent 
 

dark green 
Notes: * - the original sample contains the locations with an asterisk; empty field in the colour column 
indicates that the location is present in the diagram, but the size of the nodes is too small for visual colour 
identification. 

Combined network 

Although professional and social ties are distinct, they are complementary 
when it comes to information exchange within an organisation. In short, 
business information flows via both formal and informal ties. Therefore it is 
reasonable to combine those two networks in a single network without the 
distinction between the kinds of ties. 

Such a combined network has 199 nodes. Density-wise it contains 5.3% of all 
possible ties and the average distance between nodes is 2.4. The statistics 
are close to the professional network because it is the dominant network of the 
two.  
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Regression analysis 

Table 3 represents the summary of the variables that potentially influence the 
position of the node in the network. Each of three measures of centrality for 
individuals were regressed on the available variables: Length of employment, 
casual employment, part-time employment, gender, age, and whether the 
respondent relocated to take the position. Out of these variables age and 
relocation had no significant effect on centrality. Part-time employment was 
not different from full-time employment in its effects. The regression models 
accounted for the clustering of the errors in each location. 

The significant results indicated that overall length of employment increased 
the centrality of the employee in the professional network. Casual employment 
had a negative effect on the centrality, and females tended to have greater 
centrality than males in the combined network. 

The Anova F-test indicated that there is no systematic difference in 
betweenness or the number of ties across locations. The average values of 
closeness (eigenvector) were significantly different for the individuals at 
different locations (F=8.25, p<0.001). 

Using SNA as a descriptive tool we can identify a few important aspects of the 
UCWCSA network. First, the network’s density is relatively low. Although no 
large network will have anywhere close to the maximum value of 1, presence 
of only 5.3% of all ties falls on the lower end of the spectrum of density values 
in medium-size networks. For a number of reasons discussed above, low 
organisational density is not desirable as it inhibits potentially vital information 
exchange.  

It is also useful to look at the distribution of the number of ties that employees 
have, shown in Table 4. Reflecting the low density values we can see that just 
under a quarter of employees have only one or two ties (professional or  

Table 3. Regression analysis UCWCSA – summary 

  
Professional 

 
Social 

  
Combined 

 
Closeness Degree Betw. Closeness Degree Betw. Closeness Degree Betw. 

Length of 
employment + +        
Casual  
employment - -    - - -  
Female        + + 
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Table 4. Distribution of the number of ties – UCWCSA 

 

combined network). This means that 23% of all employees communicated 
only with one or two other employees, which reflects the hub and spoke 
information system and limits the opportunities for cross-unit collaboration. At 
present only 46% of the employees in the professional network communicate 
with 6 or more colleagues.  

It is important to note that the number of individuals with single ties would 
decrease if 100% of employees responded and all ties had been recorded. 
This would increase the overall network density, however the increase is 
unlikely to be substantial because network sampling approximates the whole 
network well. In addition, any underestimation of the network density would be 
even lower because both professional and social networks were combined 
and because the sample is non-random.  

It is reasonable to expect that the respondents who provided their names 
(which allowed for the construction of the network diagrams while de-
identifying the respondents) were the ones most engaged in the organisation. 
Such respondents who spend on average 33 minutes to complete the survey 
would likely be more involved in the organisation and thus have more ties. 
This over-sampling of the employees with a larger number of ties will further 
compensate for the potential underestimation of the network density. 

Although it is debatable how many ties an employee needs to be successful 
and to contribute to the organisational objectives to the fullest, prior research 
indicates that the larger the number of ties the better it is for the employee and 
for the organisation. From this perspective social ties offer an important 
addition to the professional ties.  

Once social ties are included, the percentage of the employees with 6 or more 
ties increases from 46% to 51%. Although even 51% is arguably an 
insufficiently large number of the employees with somewhat diverse 
connectedness, social network offers an alternative approach to increasing the 
overall network density. 

 
1 tie 2 ties 3 ties 4-5 ties 6-10 ties 11-20 ties 21+ ties Total 

Professional 26 19 16 43 49 24 18 195 

 
13% 10% 8% 22% 25% 12% 9% 

 Social 54 26 16 18 7 4 3 128 

 
42% 20% 13% 14% 5% 3% 2% 

 Combined 29 16 13 40 54 25 22 199 

 
15% 8% 7% 20% 27% 13% 11% 
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Another important finding is that casual employees occupy more marginal 
positions in the network. Although the nature of casual labour can be different 
from full-time, structural placement of the casuals on the periphery of the 
network is not desirable from an effective communication standpoint.  

The finding that the length of employment increases one’s connectedness is in 
line with other research and theoretical expectations. Nonetheless, this 
significant effect underscores the need to increase interconnectedness 
because this interconnectedness will increase employees’ retention and, in 
turn, further improve the interconnectedness. The reverse, particularly for new 
casual employees is also true. 

ac.care Social Network Analysis 
The ac.care network contains a total of 220 names. After removing non-
responses with less than 5 minutes questionnaire completion time the 
effective sample size is 39 individuals who provided their names. This 
represents 17.7% response rate for the SNA purpose. Although the response 
rate is very modest, the SNA techniques allow to include all other individuals 
to whom connections have been identified into the overall analysis. 

Similarly to UCWCSA we constructed three networks based on professional, 
social, and combined ties. In each instance the isolates were removed from 
the network diagram. Various network statistics were also computed without 
these isolates. 

Professional network 

The network containing professional contains 166 nodes, which is slightly over 
75% of all employees at ac.care. Density is 0.062, thus 6.62% of all possible 
ties are present. This value is also on the lower end of the spectrum; however 
it is larger than the density of 0.051 in the UCWCSA network. The average 
distance is 2.3 steps meaning that on average every two individuals are 
connected via one or more other employees. The network diagrams below 
display the undirected professional network ties. The node sizes reflect the 
values of eigenvector (closeness) and betweenness. All colour coding is 
shown in Table 5. 
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Figure 7. ac.care professional network - eigenvector 

 

 

Figure 8. ac.care professional network - betweenness 

 

In contrast to the UCWCSA network the two diagrams for ac.care are 
dramatically different. The eigenvector values identify a number of nodes that 
are similarly close to the informational centre of the network (3, 4, 5, 8, 13, 17, 
18, 19, 24, and 29). At the same time, betweenness values have two nodes 
that dominate the network – 4 and 24. The betweenness values of each of 
these nodes is more than three times greater than the value of the third most 
important node. This means that nodes 4 and 24 transmit information over a 
number of unique paths. In other words, the network overall is vulnerable if 
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one (or both) of the nodes cease or limit the transmission of the information. In 
practical terms, leaving employment, becoming sick or going on vacation for 
either of these nodes will have a number of employees disconnected from the 
network. There are 19 such nodes that will become isolates if both 4 and 24 
cease transmitting the information. The network diagram below shows the 
betweenness scores with the nodes 2 and 24 removed. 

Figure 9. ac.care professional network – betweenness -4 -24 

 

Social network 

The social network is comprised of 73 nodes. The effective sample size of 25 
means that about 64 of the respondents indicated social contacts within 
ac.care in addition to professional contacts (44%-84% with a 95% confidence 
interval). Density was 0.048 with an average distance of 3 steps. Unlike the 
UCWCSA social network, the ac.care social network had two smaller clusters 
that were isolated from the main cluster. By comparison with UCWCSA this 
indicates a network with a lower cohesion. Among the two nodes with the 
highest betweenness scores, node 4 had only 3 ties while node 24 had 24 
social ties (though all the social ties are also part of the professional network 
of the node 24). Nodes 17, 24, and 39 had the highest betweenness score 
and nodes 1, 18, 27, and 84 also had a high eigenvector score. 

The social network, while smaller in size than the professional network, makes 
a contribution to the overall information transmission in the network. For 
example, social ties contribute to the stability of the network. Including social 
ties reduces the number of isolates by 2 if node 24 were to be unable to 
transmit information and by 1 if node 4 cannot do the same. 
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Table 5. Node coding in the ac.care diagrams 

Location   Colour 
Berri - Riverland Regional Office * pink 
Millicent - Community Centre 

 
yellow 

Mount Gambier - Community Centre * red 
Mount Gambier - Family Relationship 
Centre * blue 
Mount Gambier - Head Office * green 
Mount Gambier - O'Connor House 

 
lime 

Murray Bridge - Best House 
  Murray Bridge - Galway House 
  Murray Bridge - Minya Porlar Creche 
 

n/a 
Murray Bridge - Murraylands Regional 
Office * orange 
Murray Bridge - Ninkowar * teal 
Naracoorte - Naracoorte 

  Waikerie - Community Centre * black 
Winkie - Gerard Creche 

  Victor Harbour     
Notes: * - the original sample contains the locations with an asterisk; n/a – the location is not present in the network diagrams; 
empty field in the Colour column indicates that the location is present in the diagram, but the size of the nodes is too small vor 
visual colour identification. 

 

Figure 10. ac.care social network - eigenvector 
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Figure 11. ac.care social network - betweenness 

 

Combined network 

The combined network had 168 nodes (two more than the professional 
network). Both density and average distance were the same as in the 
professional network because it was clearly the dominant network. Compared 
to UCWCSA, ac.care’s social network makes a smaller contribution. However, 
rather than expanding the network, it marginally improves its stability (as 
discussed above in the example of nodes 4 and 24). 

Regression analysis 

Each centrality measure was regressed on the available predictors. The 
variability in some variables was limited. There was only one casual employee 
who responded and only two respondents indicated that they moved. In 
addition, there was a single male respondent in the social network part. Part-
time employment did not produce different effects on centrality compared to 
full-time employment. The regression models accounted for the clustering of 
the errors in each location. 

The length of employment had a positive and significant effect on closeness 
and betweenness, however not on the total number of ties in the professional 
and combined network. Social connections were not influenced by the length 
of employment. Regression analysis of the social network showed that 
females tended to occupy a more central position in the network, however 
there was only a single male respondent, so this result is highly unreliable. 
Nonetheless, gender was shown to be a significant factor in the professional 
and the combined network. Both of these networks included 5 males, so the 
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estimates were more reliable compared to the social network estimates. In the 
professional and combined networks females had more ties than males and 
occupied positions closer to the more central nodes. However, there were no 
gender-based differences in betweenness: males and females were equally 
positioned on the shortest informational paths in these two networks. 

The ANOVA F-test showed that closeness and degree significantly varied 
between locations. The difference between the locations in the betweenness 
scores was marginally significant only in the social network. This means that 
individuals at different locations had different positions in the overall network 
based on their location. Table 6 below shows the summary of the regression 
analysis. 

Applying SNA allows for the description of the network and for drawing some 
insights based on the statistics and the diagrams. The application of SNA for 
ac.care showed that the network has low density meaning that there is room 
for improvement of communication in the organisation. Only 6.2% of all 
possible ties were present. While in reality the number will never reach 1, this 
indicates slow information transmission, characteristic of hub-and-spoke 
systems. The distribution of the ties shown in Table 7 provides additional 
information on the number of ties that employees have.  

Normally, it would be expected that a clear majority of the employees would 
have a number of ties clustered around the average. The average number of 
ties was 10, however only 35% of the employees had ties in the ranges of 6-
10 and 11-20. More than two-thirds (68%) had less than the average of 10 
ties. Moreover, 29% had only one or two ties again pointing to a dominant 
hub-and-spoke system. 

The distribution of the ties showed some weakness due to potential 
communication loss by the key individuals who normally transmit high volumes 
of information at Mount Gambier Community Centre and Family Relationship 
Centre locations. Strategically developing more direct informational exchange 
would help alleviate those risks.  

Table 6. Regression analysis ac.care – summary 

  
Professional 

 
Social 

  
Combined 

 
Closeness Degree Betw. Closeness Degree Betw. Closeness Degree Betw. 

Length of 
employment + + 

    
+ + 

 Female 
 

+ + + + + 
 

+ + 
F-test ** ** 

 
*** 

 
* *** ** 

 Notes: F-test is the Anova test of the joint difference between means in locations – not the test of significance of the 
regression model; + indicates a significant relationship; * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, ***p<0.001. 
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Table 7. Distribution of the number of ties – ac.care 

 

Overall, low density and potential fragmentation (also underscored by the 
isolated clusters in the social network) identify the improvement in the 
information transmission as potentially beneficial to the organisation. Prior 
research shows that the number of direct contacts to each other and to the 
key information holders has multiple benefits to the employees and to the 
organisation (e.g. Brass, 2011; Feeley, Hwang, & Barnett, 2008; Feeley, 
Moon, Kozey, & Slowe, 2010; Govindarajulu, 2002; Morrison, 2002; Sykes, 
Venkatesh, & Gosain, 2009). In the context of ac.care such improvement 
could include encouraging and facilitating direct contacts and reducing 
unnecessary steps in the transmission of information. 

Summary and recommendations 

Social network analysis is a powerful tool to describe the networks in both 
quantitative and qualitative ways. Descriptive statistics such as network 
density and the average distance between the nodes identify both UCWCSA 
and ac.care as organisations with relatively low levels of connectedness. 
These statistics provide quantitative support for the qualitative findings 
outlined below that highlight the relative inefficiency of the hub and spoke 
organisational system.  

The regression analysis of the centrality measures showed that length of 
employment increased the connectedness of employees. Females tended to 
be better connected within the network than males, and casual employees at 
UCWCSA had lower connectedness. From a policy standpoint, these results 
suggest there is room for improvement of professional connectedness early on 
rather than relying on the passage of time to increase the incorporation of new 
employees into the network. The significant gender-based difference may 
suggest that the networks are female-centred. While this may not be a 
negative factor, it is worth examining the gender composition and roles in the 
organisation further. Finally, if casual employment is central to the function of 
the organisation (UCWCSA in this case as no analysis for casual employees 
was possible at ac.care), then UCWCSA should place more emphasis in 

 
1 tie 2 ties 3 ties 4-5 ties 6-10 ties 11-20 ties 21+ ties Total 

Professional 28 19 15 28 31 26 19 166 

 
17% 11% 9% 17% 19% 16% 11% 

 Social 29 15 13 4 8 3 1 73 

 
40% 21% 18% 5% 11% 4% 1% 

 Combined 27 22 12 29 30 28 20 168 

 
16% 13% 7% 17% 18% 17% 12% 
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incorporating casual employees in the information sharing and decision-
making processes to improve the overall interconnectedness of the network. 

The visual analysis of the network diagrams revealed that parts of the 
networks are vulnerable to communication breakdown because a portion of 
communication is performed via single nodes and a large number of nodes 
have single ties. Social ties play an important role in broadening and 
strengthening the professional networks in both organisations. 

For example, node 5 in the UCWCSA network had four professional and four 
social ties to three different locations, but the professional and social ties were 
all different. While the social network in this case did not add the ties to 
additional locations, the ties to different individuals at the same locations 
increases the resilience of the network, reduces the likelihood of 
communication breakdown, and increases the volume of informational 
exchange. Or, in another example, node 6 who is in Port Pirie Flarc had a 
single professional tie to Port Pirie Ward House. This tie would be potentially 
vulnerable to breakdown because it was a single direct connection to another 
location. However node 6 also had three additional social ties to Port Pirie 
Ward House and the social network would carry on transmitting the business-
related information if the professional tie disappeared due to relocation, 
attrition or other factors.  

Similarly, at ac.care node 1 who is at Mount Gambier - Family Relationship 
Centre had three contacts to Mount Gambier - Community Centre and four 
additional social contacts to that location, which increased the exposure to 
different information, ideas, etc. 

It is therefore important to acknowledge the function of social ties in the 
professional environment and improve not only the formal professional 
network, but also create more opportunities for the employees to engage 
socially because the social network increases the efficiency of communication 
in the organisation. 

  

Recommendations 

• Foster opportunities for social activities 
• Introduce new employees to their own and other teams and follow up  
• Increase casual staff involvement in organisational activities 
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Synthesis of findings: Typology of connectedness 

Introduction 
The combined study findings suggest three main types of connectedness. The 
first of these is top-down connectedness, being high level organisational 
connectedness which respondents associated with top-down information 
sharing (e.g. new directives, policies, procedures, training opportunities). The 
second is network connectedness, which is where discussions about day-to-
day activities occur within teams, sites and/or with line managers, including 
seeking support for problems, answers to questions, supervision, sharing food 
and conversations about life outside work. The third type is cross-
organisational connectedness, which is where staff from different programs 
and/or sites as well as staff from different levels connect, for example at 
meetings or social events. Intersecting with these three is cultural 
connectedness, which refers to the ways in which organisational culture 
shapes daily communications and activities associated with workplace 
environments. Staff members may feel included or excluded based on the 
extent to which their personal circumstances, culture and values are aligned 
with those of their organisation and their colleagues. 

Top-down connectedness 
All staff communication 

Survey 1 UCWCSA respondents reported email as the most common form of 
communication used by the organisation to provide whole-organisation 
information (see figure 12), followed by face-to-face. Newsletters were the 
third most common form of communication regarding organisational 
outcomes, the organisation’s strategic direction, celebrations and change 
management.  

Figure 12. UCWCSA Organisational communication 
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Telephone and conferencing was the third most common met hod to 
communicate concerns and complaints. 

Like UCWCSA, email was the most common form of communication in 
ac.care for all organisational communications (see Figure 13). Face-to-face 
communication was more common than UCWCSA, which may be associated 
with greater geographical distances between sites for UCWCSA. Other 
differences include a higher use of newsletters and lower use of an internal 
server by ac.care than UCWCSA to disseminate organisational information.  

While email communication was identified by partner organisations as the 
most highly used form of communication, in open-ended questions some 
respondents reported that staff may overlook general (e.g. all staff) emails 
because there are so many and often not relevant to their site/s.  

A few staff suggested that important and relevant information for all staff could 
be included in newsletters and stored in the organisational shared drive to 
reduce email congestion. Having a central, shared point of connection could 
mean all staff would have easy access to the same information and promote a 
more connected organisational culture. Survey 2 followed up this idea, 
however few respondents selected newsletters as a preferred source of cross-
organisation information. Survey 2 responses did however confirm that all-staff 
emails were commonly considered unnecessarily time-consuming, with 
respondents noting that: 

I give them a quick scan, if it relates to me or my site I read further or just 
delete. It would be nice if e-mails were sent out to more specific groups. 

It helps with feeling connected but a lot of them do not apply directly to our 
site. 
 

Figure 13. ac.care Organisational communication 
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Transparent decision-making, timely communication 

Suggestions for improving organisational connectedness included developing 
a more consistent, transparent and timely communication strategy. Further, 
some respondents indicated that they would like opportunities to have their 
voices heard, especially during decision making processes, illustrated by the 
following respondent: 

[Organisation] is based around a vertical, hierarchical organisational 
structure that greatly restricts and discourages a free exchange of 
information… Transparency around decision making is extremely poor 

Survey 1 respondents were asked to select a range of factors that influenced 
their connectedness to the organisation. Of those staff who responded to this 
question, 75% reported that connectedness was decreased when there was a 
long physical distance to their line manager, 64% to the central administration 
office 68% to their team members. 

Staff employment status in the organisation had less reported impact than 
distance from their line manager, colleagues or the hub on their 
connectedness, with 40% reporting no effect. While 40% reported employment 
status reduces connectedness, only 7% felt employment status strongly 
reduced connectedness.  

Around one third of respondents offered open ended responses to describe 
why they may not receive appropriate or complete information in a timely 
manner. Most of their reasons were related to being spoke staff and/or having 
their line manager located at a different site. Some site staff reported that their 
line manager was the often the key (or only) source of organisational 
information and this was also evident in the SNA findings. In their open-ended 
responses a few staff indicated that they did not know whether or not they 
received all information because they had nothing to compare it with, for 
example one respondent noted that:  

I rely on my line manager as the sole source for all important 
communication in relation to my position, therefore I am unaware of any 
additional or different information that may exist. 
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Figure 14: How can communication improve between your organisation and its employees?  

 

 

A few respondents reported that they received inadequate information about 
the organisation, illustrated by the following: 

I can feel as though our site issues are not as paramount or urgent as hub 
issues and getting a response cannot always be timely. A lot goes on to do 
with my program that I am not made aware of or included in. 

The extent to which and timeliness that paperwork travels from a staff 
member, up through the chain of command and is finally actioned also has 
implications for staff feelings of connectedness. In agreement with survey 
responses, one of the interview participants stated that: 

My team leader can normally do the stuff that needs to be done…whatever 
issues I have I give to her…but then there’s a lot of desk sitting because 
the next person has to action it and then the next one etc., so it means I 
have to follow up a lot. 

Some staff who worked in remote areas or commute regularly to remote areas 
reported they rarely attend regular catch ups and/or the larger program 
meetings and thus miss out on some organisational information until it is too 
late and therefore redundant. An additional reported consequence was that 
they often miss the socialisation and team building that occurs at these 
events, illustrated by a survey 1 respondent:  

We rarely attend short courses, we miss the social aspect of working with 
peers, so verbal communication suffers and we miss information or find 
out too late to have it be useful. 
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Weekly electronic whole organisation newsletter
Monthly electronic whole organisation newsletter

Invitations to staff to be involved in organisational decision making
Regular spoke site visits by hub managers

Regular site-specific all staff emails
Whole organisation communications saved on shared drive

Regular site-specific social events
Spoke employees invited to attend some hub meetings

partner organisations like organisations
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Fostering top-down connectedness 

In the Stage 2 survey, all respondents were asked how communication could 
be improved between their organisation and staff (see figure 14). Responses 
indicate that regular spoke site visits by hub managers and invitations to 
participate in organisational decision making were the two most important 
strategies respondents across all organisations believed would improve 
communication.  

Forty-two percent of spoke staff respondents across the organisations offered 
open-ended responses to the question seeking further information about what 
they think would increase feelings of connectedness to the organisation. 
Respondents reported on what they viewed caused disconnectedness and 
offered ideas about what may increase connectedness. 

The main reasons that spoke staff respondents across organisations gave for 
disconnectedness included inadequate oversight of spoke managers and/or 
spoke sites, limited understanding of hub personnel regarding spoke site 
activities, inadequate IT and a tendency to work in silos, illustrated by the 
following responses: 

I feel that the spoke sites are under managed and that there are too many 
managers at the hub. 

My impression is that we are a very siloed organisation. 

Typical of several open-ended responses and interviews, one staff member 
gave their account of how not being able to observe body language can lead 
to misunderstandings and offered their view on how connectedness may be 
improved: 

IT upgrade which allows for visual contact between regions [will increase 
connectedness]. Misunderstandings often occur through e-mail and even 
telephone where you're not able to gauge body language. 

Other ideas regarding what respondents thought would increase 
connectedness included interaction between the hub, teams and spoke sites, 
opportunities to visit other sites and improvements to IT, illustrated by the 
following respondents: 

There needs to be more visible oversight of spoke managers by the hub. It 
seems the spoke managers are allowed to make cultures and decisions 
without any oversight. 
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It would be good to get together face to face more often and to have the 
opportunity to visit all three [spoke] locations, so we all get a feeling of 
what our colleagues’ work locations are like. 

I think with the use of modern media we should have a meeting that 
connects all the organisation together on a monthly basis instead of having 
a site meeting every month. 

Throughout surveys and interviews was a strong sense that for 
connectedness to improve, senior management needs to visit spokes on a 
regular basis. Many participants were happy with the level of connectedness 
they felt with their line managers, but fewer were happy with senior 
management located at the hub, illustrated by the following survey 2 
respondent: 

Lines of communication work pretty well between myself and my line 
manager. There is little understanding from those people in ‘the hub’ about 
the daily grind and time consuming nature of travelling between sites, or 
being expected to travel to ‘the hub' rather than others ever travelling to 
spoke locations. In general, I enjoy my role regardless of management.  

Summary and recommendations 

These findings highlight that the level of connectedness that staff experience 
with their site/line managers and teams has implications for their 
connectedness with the broader agency. Improvements commonly suggested 
included regular quality supervision, team meetings and face-to-face catch 
ups (meetings or socially). Where face-to-face was not possible, 
videoconferencing or Skype was viewed as being the next best option. 
Further, these findings suggest that increasing structured multi-level contact 
between senior management and spoke site staff would provide opportunities 
for information sharing and ensuring that information is not missed or 
misinterpreted. 
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Recommendations 

• Explore ways to hold all staff meetings (e.g. video link-up) 
• Explore ways to involve all staff in decision-making 
• Increase transparency in change management processes 
• Schedule regular, quality (extended) senior management visits to 

spoke sites (e.g. 6 monthly or quarterly for 3 days per site) 
• Consider alternatives to email for communication to all staff  
• Ensure timely responses to staff requests/paperwork (e.g. implement 

an escalation protocol) 
• Back up information dissemination to spoke staff (not restricted to 

reliance on line manager) 
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Network connectedness 

This section explores communication and connectedness within programs, 
teams and/or sites. Findings from all three stages indicated that the most 
common (and preferred) form of communication with line managers and 
colleagues was face-to-face, followed by telephone and email.  

Everyday connections 

Ninety-two percent of UCWCSA and 76% of ac.care survey 1 respondents 
agreed that their line manager has good leadership qualities and skills, with 
50% and 38% respectively reporting that they strongly agreed. Most 
respondents reported that their line managers were very inclusive and 
engaged in regular formal and informal communication and supervision. They 
had high levels of connectedness regardless of the frequency of face-to-face 
contact.  

Eighty percent of respondents from both partner organisations agreed that 
they regularly receive information about the organisation and their program 
from their line manager to help with their job. Eighty-five percent of UCWCSA 
and 78% of ac.care respondents agreed they regularly go to their direct line 
manager to get advice and 84% of UCWCSA and 85% of ac.care respondents 
to get support for work related problems. Ninety percent of UCWCSA and 80% 
of ac.care respondents reported that their direct line manager regularly 
provides them with guidance for work related problems. In addition, 75% of 
UCWCSA and 87% of ac.care respondents agreed that their line manager is 
approachable. Seventy percent of respondents from both organisations 
disagreed that they do not feel they can approach their direct line manager 
with non-work related problems. Sixty-eight percent of UCWCSA and 70% of 
ac.care respondents disagreed that they do not feel their direct line manager 
has time for them due to other work responsibilities. 

In open-ended responses, some respondents reported that workload and 
funding constraints reduced the availability of their line managers. Examples 
included increasing levels of administrative tasks for line managers to attend 
to: 

She has many other programs and people to deal with and we usually 
make our own decisions through need and time restraints. 

In the Stage 2 survey, spoke respondents were asked to report in more detail 
how their line manager communicates with them, and how they would prefer 
their line manager communicates with them. Spoke respondents across all 
participating organisations indicated that they would prefer more face-to-face 
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team meetings. Once a fortnight was the most commonly reported preference, 
with less than once a fortnight being the current arrangement most frequently 
reported. 

Most spoke staff (80% partner organisations; 74% like organisations) reported 
engaging in face to face informal short conversations at least twice daily with 
team members. In response to the question regarding where respondents had 
sought work-related advice from in the previous two weeks, ‘my team’ (80% 
partner organisations; 88% like organisations) and ‘my line manager’ (87% 
partner organisations; 78% like organisations) ranked highest. Program 
managers/team leaders also reported that they sought advice from their team 
and line managers, however they were more likely to seek advice from their 
line manager than their team. 

Over 80% of team leaders/program managers stated that they communicate 
with staff reporting to them once a day or at least twice a day. Going the other 
direction, 32% of partner organisation team leader/program manager 
respondents reported speaking with their line manager at least twice a day 
compared with 14% of those in like organisations.  

Program manager/team leader respondents reported that the majority of their 
communication with staff reporting to them is by email (73% email at least 
twice a day) and informal face to face conversations (63% face to face 
informal conversations at least twice a day). By comparison, program 
managers/team leaders reported fewer communications with their line 
managers. The most commonly reported communication with line managers 
were by face to face meetings less than once a fortnight (60%), telephone 
once a week (55%), and email once a day (42%).  

Overall, spoke staff respondents’ answers to questions about connectedness 
suggest that there is a sense of connectedness between colleagues and that 
staff felt that their line managers were supportive of them (see figure 15). Most 
respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they feel valued by their 
colleagues, that their ideas are valued, that their line manager is available to 
help when needed, that they can discuss work-related problems with them and 
that if they have a problem with their line manager, they are able to do 
something about it without negative consequences. Similarly, most agreed 
that they had made close friends through their work, although not at other 
worksites. On the other hand, the majority of participants reported feeling 
neutral about the extent to which their organisation makes an effort to ensure 
they feel connected to the hub and other worksites, and that hub managers 
visited their worksites often enough. 
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One of the survey 2 respondents noted in an open-ended comment that 
managers being able to visit spoke sites, as well as include discussions about 
improving communication, helped establish and maintain connectedness, 
stating that: 

Managers visit spokes on regular scheduled visits along with ad-hoc as 
required. This assists with communication from that perspective. Many 
chats / discussions on how communications can be improved take place. 

Program manager/team leaders reported similar levels of connectedness in 
the partner organisations and like organisations (see figure 16). The greatest 
variations were in relation to staff culture: staff from partner organisations were 
more likely to disagree that that they tend to communicate with people they 
expect will agree with them (82% partner organisations; 61% like 
organisations) and less likely to agree that they have selected staff from 
diverse backgrounds (55% partner organisations; 76% like organisations). In 
agreement with spoke staff respondents, program manager/team leader 
respondents indicated that they feel it is important to visit spoke locations 
although they did not tend to agree that they need to visit more often than they 
currently do.  

Figure 15. Spoke staff responses to connectedness statements 

 

0 1 2 3 4 5

I feel connected to the hub and other worksites
I feel valued by my colleagues

My organisation makes an effort to ensure I feel connected
The hub is not interested or supportive of remote worksites

I feel disconnected from the hub and other worksites
I feel disconnected from the hub but connected to other worksites
I feel disconnected from other worksites but connected to the hub

I enjoy socialising with colleagues outside work
I have made close friends with colleagues at my worksite

I have made close friends with colleagues at other worksites
My line manager is available to help me when I need them

I discuss work-related problems with my line manager
I discuss work-related problems with someone other than my line manager

I don't like to mix my friends outside work and colleagues socially
If I have a problem with my line manager I can do something about it

I am included in organisational decisions that affect my role or worksite
My ideas are valued

I feel I have just the right amount of control in my daily work
Hub managers visit my worksite often enough

partner organisations

like organisations

Rating average: 1=strongly agree, 5=strongly disagree 
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Figure 16. Program manager/team leader responses to team connectedness statements  

 

 

Interview data provided more insight in to some of the difficulties line 
managers encounter in their efforts to provide quality time, including 
supervision, to their staff. Funding restraints and so-called ‘lean management’ 
have meant that even though regular supervision is a requirement, line 
managers are ever-increasingly stretched, as described in the following 
account: 

[The spoke staff I supervise] are really understanding but I don’t think 
that’s a good thing – they shouldn’t have to be - if you need support, you 
need support […] sometimes I have to cancel supervision because 
something pops up - but it’s not actually more important because staff 
deserve that […] I think we communicate really well but sometimes my 
busyness means I’m not able to communicate as much as what I’d like 
to…I feel like I don’t give people my full attention. 

Regular scheduled supervision and regular team meetings reportedly 
increased connectedness, according to around 80% of UCWCSA 
respondents, while 55% reported that telephone and 68% that video 
conferencing increased connectedness. Sixty-two respondents reported that 
using email or texts contributed to connectedness. Responses varied 
regarding the extent to which the influence of distance, the quality of 
communication, or site culture affected connectedness. Again, open-ended 

0 1 2 3 4 5

My organisation values staff members located furthest from the hub

I make sure I visit all spoke locations I am responsible for regularly

I communicate regularly with all my team members

I don't need to visit spoke sites, we have regular teleconferences

My team members can get in touch with me easily

My ideas are valued by the organisation

I would like to visit spoke locations but there are too many constraints

I am able to respond to staff questions or concerns within 24 hours

I tend to communicate more with staff who will agree with me

I have selected staff from diverse backgrounds

I ensure all staff are involved in team or program descion-making

I have become friends with some of my colleagues outside work

Managers can't be friends with staff

Rating Average: 1=strongly agree, 5=strongly disagree 

partner organisations like organisations
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questions and interview data provided data regarding the complex nature of 
these influences, outlined in the following account: 

I feel really valued by the organisation […] in my direct line management, 
[my manager] is amazing, [CEO] is amazing [however] I think in cultural 
safety and cultural competency in the rest of the organisation, they have 
got a really long way to go. 

Face-to-face connections 

Most respondents reported that those working at more remote, smaller spoke 
sites, with fewer staff and limited phone/face to face contact with line 
managers and team members, were more likely to feel less connected than 
staff in less remote, larger sites. Open ended responses built on the 
importance of face-to-face contact, typified by the respondent below:  

My position does not require regular contact with colleagues and therefore 
I may only speak to other colleagues a few times per year at work events 
(i.e. All Staff Day or PD sessions). If I did work in a more central location 
there would be a higher level of interaction with colleagues which would 
lead to a greater sense of connectedness. 

Further, open-ended responses suggested that for those who work directly 
with their line manager, informal and incidental face to face communication 
opportunities increased connectedness, illustrated by the following account: 

Because you get to spend more face to face time with them results in 
longer and broader conversations than those you have over the phone. 

Being on the same site as other team members also enables staff to develop 
relationships in the workplace which fosters connectedness, illustrated by the 
following respondents: 

I discuss things with my work colleague at my site often. I don`t get to have 
that same connection with my other team members due to distance.  

Working away from the office to see clients interferes with connectedness. 
Sometimes I might be away three days out of 5 working with clients in 
outreach locations and this cuts the interactions in the office  

One of the ways that several interview participants suggested works well to 
foster team connectedness when programs are spread across sites was to 
rotate meetings between sites or to arrange meetings (often with lunch) at a 
neutral location close to equal-distance between spoke/program sites, as 
described below:  
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We’ve been having team meetings in [town] and taking the whole team out 
for lunch, kind of does two purposes…catch up with each other and share 
ideas…Normally they would have to put me up in [spoke site town], so it 
actually costs less. 

Most respondents also reported, however, that feeling connected to line 
managers or colleagues was not solely dependent on the distance that 
separated them. Their responses suggested that they felt that staff ability to 
effectively use the information technology that was available to them could 
mitigate disconnectedness caused by distance, the two accounts below being 
typical of these:  

Telecommunication services obviously permit the ability to communicate 
with work colleagues regardless of physical distances. I think we have to 
take responsibility and contribute  

I think connectedness is more about the effort you make not the physical 
location. You can be onsite and still feel isolated. I am off site and feel very 
connected to the organisation, but have been given feedback from staff at 
the hub feeling very isolated. I think it is more about the style and effort of 
staff and leadership than location  

Interview data provided further insight in to how spoke staff experience 
distance from and connectedness with their line manager, colleagues, other 
spokes and the hub. Those working furthest from the hub did not expect more 
face-to-face communication than they were already having because of the 
vast distance that would need to be travelled and the expense to the 
organisation, as described in the account below:  

Videoconferencing is not crucial – nice to see someone but not essential. I 
really only communicate with a very small number of people. My line 
manager and two other people at the [hub] I communicate with a couple of 
times a year. [I:Would you like more connection?]: because of where we 
are, it’s unrealistic. 

Those spoke sites closer to the hub, however, seemed more disenchanted 
with the lack of hub or senior management contact. The reasons they gave for 
this seemed more to do with the lack of contact being by choice or indifference 
rather than funding or resources. Some respondents felt that the level of 
connectedness is influenced more by individual site cultures and by individual 
staff members being more proactive in seeking organisational information and 
communication opportunities than by distance. In a typical comment, one staff 
member stated: 



 

 

47 Connecting our people 

If your worksite has a strong and positive workplace culture with an 
identified leader/s that communicate well and are transparent about the 
information that comes across their desk (regardless of what team other 
site staff belong to) I think that can mitigate distance somewhat. 

Common among responses was an emphasis on the importance of respectful 
communication between levels of staff. One staff member reported in an open-
ended survey 1 question that the organisation recruits based on the ability of 
staff being able to work autonomously due to the structure of programs and 
locations: 

They hire people who can work on their own and 'unsupervised', but fail to 
realise that this doesn't mean they don't exist. Harsh professional emails 
for all pieces of information are not appropriate and nor is silence. 

Such responses suggest that regular, respectful communication, including 
face-to-face supervision meetings where possible, may reduce feelings of 
disconnection or isolation even when staff work relatively unsupervised. 

Supervision, distance and connectedness 

Interview data revealed a strong emphasis on the influence of regular, quality 
supervision meetings on connectedness. A typical account of this is below: 

I’ve just noticed that that’s a common thread, when there’s been some 
industrial issues or some performance issues: ‘when was the last time you 
had supervision?’ ‘Oh, I don’t really have supervision or when I do I don’t 
have a relationship with my manager where we can be honest’ so I think 
really focussing on supervision and the value that it provides the 
organisation and individuals. 

Partner organisation participants described the type of supervision that works 
best for them is when the staff member is able to write an agenda for 
discussion with their line manager rather than follow a tick-box style of 
supervision: 

We’ve got a minimum standards framework because people like to mould 
it to fit the way their program works and what suits them 

The frequency of supervision was also described by participants as being 
negotiated between the staff member and their line manager depending on 
what they felt they required, within the parameters of the minimum standard 
set by their organisations. Interview participants added more details regarding 
what works: 
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I only have face-to-face supervision because I don’t think you get as much 
out of it over the phone […] Supervision meetings are meant to be every 
month but I would say it probably extends to 6 weeks or sometimes it can 
go up to two months […] so what I’ve noticed is it’s just not done as 
frequently, but at least the quality of it when it is done [is better] you know: 
‘I need a bit extra of your time then it will probably be 2 hours’ but I’m 
pretty OK to ask for that – I think it’s respectful and it’ the right thing to do. 

Survey respondents typically felt that connectedness between the hub and 
spokes would be increased if their line managers and senior management 
team members made quality visits, for example for at least three days, 
illustrated by the open-ended comment below: 

Any manager who visits less than a few days at a time rarely has an in-
depth appreciation for how the system operates. With the best will in the 
world the 'them' and 'us' flourishes. 

ITC tools and connectedness 

Survey 1 included a specific open-ended question seeking staff views about 
the use of group text and/or instant messaging. Most staff who offered their 
views expressed that they would welcome mobile text messaging or an instant 
messaging communication tool, however this was tempered by concerns 
about detail and security. A common reason for welcoming the use of text 
messaging was the potential for increased staff safety, illustrated in the 
responses below:  

It is used as a safety tool when staff are travelling or visiting clients. It is 
also useful for acknowledging staff concerns or checking in  

As safety mechanism for home visits, confirming arrival and departure 
times from work, communicating alerts  

Respondents also offered a range of reasons why email would remain 
important, especially with the common use of smartphones, because they can 
be accessed where there is mobile coverage, are more secure and can be 
more detailed, exemplified by the following open-ended survey responses: 

With smart phones SMS is no longer needed for this as e-mail is more 
appropriate and secure while still being instant 

I do not think it is a good way to communicate with work colleagues as a 
group. An email would be able to explain the message better. 
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Respondents also said that text messages or instant messaging would be 
helpful for communicating reminders about upcoming meetings and training, 
particularly while staff members are out of the office. Adding to this idea, one 
of the interview participants provided an account of how their experience of 
using instant messaging in their previous workplace: 

…we were directed that we had to log in to a team chat […] and because 
we were in service delivery, you could say ‘I’m going for a tea break, back 
at 10.20’, also, you could message someone saying something like: ‘I’ve 
forgotten how to do such-and-such, what do I do next’ so you didn’t have 
to pick up the phone [when] we had clients in front of us we didn’t have to 
interrupt what you were doing with the client with a question… It was just a 
way to be connected with the people in your team 

The participant provided examples of how such a team chat could increase 
connectedness between teams that are spread across different sites, or when 
a staff member’s line manager is in a different site. In those circumstances, 
staff could log in to the same team chat and be available for questions or 
discussions whenever they are online. 

Summary and recommendations 

The findings in this section suggest a heavy reliance on line managers for 
advice and support. It could be possible, however, to make more use of other 
colleagues’ experience and ideas if they were connected through an instant 
messaging system. Further, participants commonly reported that there were 
many people in the organisation they did not know, sometimes working at the 
same site. One way of making more use of staff experience and expertise 
would be to establish an electronic searchable staff directory including staff 
profiles on the organisational intranet. 

This section has examined the ways in which line managers and team and/or 
site working relationships affects connectedness. The next section explores 
how cross-organisational connectedness may be increased and the 
importance of organisational culture is to this process. 
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Recommendations 

• Emphasise the importance of regular, quality supervision 
• Establish and maintain regular, mandatory all staff site meetings (e.g. 

quarterly) – rotate program presentations where there are multiple 
programs  

• Rotate program meeting locations  
• Provide opportunities for face-to-face meetings, gatherings: multi-

site, site and program-specific 
• Improve ITC – videoconferencing and instant messaging 
• Provide electronic staff directory with staff profiles 
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Cross-organisational connectedness 

Participants spoke a great deal about how connected (or not) they felt to their 
organisations as a whole, in addition to how connected they felt to their team 
or their program colleagues. They were asked at each study stage to 
comment on how their organisational culture influenced connectedness. 
Participants provided a range of views regarding organisational culture, based 
on their own or their colleagues’ experiences. Central to participants’ 
perceptions of their workplace culture was the extent to which they 
experienced or witnessed their agencies acting on their stated values. 
Accounts of the extent to which organisations embodied their values in the 
treatment of staff were both passionate and polarised. Participants also 
offered ways in which their organisations could feasibly increase cross-
organisational connectedness.  

Cultural connectedness 

Survey 1 included open-ended questions about organisational culture. Several 
respondents offered their views about how organisational culture impacts on 
connectedness, for example the following respondent noted that: 

Workplace culture impacts connectedness by stressing the value of 
relationships as well as highlighting the value in the way we connect (i.e. 
with compassion, sincerity and integrity). 

Further, respondents demonstrated that a large part of their feelings of 
connectedness related to believing in their organisational values, illustrated by 
the following response: 

Knowing that we are all working together for the same goals as per our 
mission and values. There is a culture of respect and reasonable 
transparency where I feel valued and supported. 

Staff from the partner organisations also reported that working for values-
based organisations meant that these values were and should be extended to 
staff, illustrated by the following respondent: 

The culture of our organisation reflects our mission statement. We are a 
family friendly organisation with wellbeing programs in place and regular 
professional supervision is expected for all staff. Staff feel like ‘people’ not 
just a number. Our staff created the [staff behaviour] statement and this 
resonates with many staff and is often commented on by new staff at 
orientation as a great document. Communication from senior management 
is crucial to maintaining a good workplace culture. 
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On the other hand, around a third of respondents who gave open-ended 
responses felt that their organisation was not operating according to its core 
values. Most of these respondents reported noticing a change in their 
organisation, giving reasons such as dramatic organisational growth and a 
turn toward risk aversion, as described by the respondent below: 

I think our workplace culture has in recent years affected our 
connectedness negatively. We have become so focused on risk aversion 
that we have lost the core values about why we work for a community 
service organisation. Risk management is very important but it has 
overridden the core values of compassion and relationships that we have 
as our organisational values. Our staff are the ones to bear the greatest 
impact of this change. 

Similarly, a move from values-based to corporate-style management was 
unwelcome, as noted by the following respondent: 

There has been a shift in recent years to a corporate model, where 
communication between colleagues has been shut down, leading to 
mistrust and fear. 

Survey 2 followed up on this theme, seeking views on the influence of culture 
on connectedness from both partner and like organisations. Responses were 
similar across all five organisations regarding the importance of values to staff 
connectedness. Again, responses were polarised. The following survey 2 
open-ended account, which depicted how their organisation lives up to its 
values, was again one which resonated with many of the respondents: 

[organisation] is an ethics based organisation which resonates with staff. I 
feel proud to work for [organisation] and feel a common connection with all 
staff. 

Being family friendly was also noted by survey 2 respondents, illustrated by 
the following open-ended response: 

Most of us are parents and invariably need to duck out from time to time to 
support kids. This also helps us be more understanding of clients in these 
situations and helps us stay connected. 

Survey 2 data also revealed that those staff who viewed their organisations as 
having lost staff connectedness largely believed that it was a result of 
organisational expansion and/or restructuring, exemplified by the following 
response: 
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Culture was the back bone of the [organisation] which I believe was very 
positive (like family) but has since regressed [after restructure]. 

Consequently, this theme was followed up in the interview questions to 
explore in greater depth staff experiences of how organisations incorporate 
their values in to their management practices. To elicit responses specifically 
on this topic, one the of the open-ended interview questions was: It seems 
your organisation places emphasis on valuing, connecting with and caring for 
clients – do these values extend to the workforce culture? In-depth interview 
participants provided details and examples of the extent to which they 
perceived their organisations demonstrated their stated values in practice. 

Again, participants’ accounts were polarised, however interview data were 
able to provide greater depth regarding participant experiences. Building on 
survey data, one of the interview participants described her experience of 
working in a family friendly organisation: 

I’ve got 3 children all school-aged. My husband is on the road a lot so we 
just have to work it that ‘you’re home and I’m gone’, so it is a juggling act 
but I think that’s the benefit of working at [organisation] in a family friendly 
work environment and that’s made the difference between me working and 
not working. 

Participants in all study stages described their organisations as having 
become siloed whereby staff working in different programs may never speak 
with each other, sometimes even when they are working at the same or 
nearby site. Given that the community service organisations in this study were, 
on average, 80% female and 20% male, it was clearly important to staff that 
they were able to achieve work/family balance. 

As mentioned above, one of the key reasons that participants gave for a 
developing sense of disconnectedness was fast organisational growth.  Some 
of the interview participants described the changes they had witnessed over 
the years following organisational growth, which had meant a reduction in 
information sharing, one stating that: 

We did information sharing between the programs […] the [sites] don’t do 
that because people would be there all day […] not only is there a level 
disconnectedness between hub and spoke, there’s a level of 
disconnectedness within each office – they’re very siloed ‘I do what I do, I 
don’t care what you’re doing’ so that affects referrals, it affects people’s 
understanding of your programs so therefore they can’t refer because they 
don’t know, it affects morale. 
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They also offered their perspectives on what strategies could increase 
connectedness and these included regular meetings (e.g. quarterly or twice 
yearly) involving multiple programs and regular social gatherings, as 
suggested in the following respondent’s account: 

I think that workplace culture is really important in improving 
connectedness and it’s difficult when people work in areas with different 
purposes within an organisation and also on different sites. In my situation 
with colleagues who work in the same site, connectedness has been 
improved by team meetings, shared lunches, birthday celebrations etc. I 
feel that it’s the social connections which then foster the work-related 
connections. It seems that the informal interactions which happen in a 
social situation often lead to a good work related outcome. 

This sentiment was typical among participants. Many suggested, however, 
that re-building connections needs to be structured in because they believed it 
would not happen spontaneously.  

One participant described how their previous site had held monthly site 
meetings at which each program shared information on what they were doing 
and there was a sense of cohesiveness. The same site also had regular site 
visits from their senior management and staff felt that their work was 
understood and being fed back up to the CEO. Another approach that the 
participant described that had increased a sense of connectedness was when 
a member of the senior leadership visited for a meeting and remained and 
worked at their site afterwards, making themselves available to staff while 
there.  

Survey respondents made similar suggestions, for example making provisions 
for spoke staff to work at the hub using hot desks (or IT use at the hub as one 
of the respondents below suggested) while there for meetings, as stated 
below:  

There is often an expectation that spoke workers travel to the hub, even 
for short meetings (say 2 hours in length). There are not always facilities 
available for spoke folk to use IT at hub sites, to make better use of time. 
This would make a big difference if there were 2 meetings on the same 
day, with time in between. 

Staff typically also acknowledged funding restraints and the response below 
suggests that staff connectedness needs to be factored in to funding 
applications: 
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Funding needs to factor in regular visits to ensure spokes feel a part of the 
whole organisation when applying for contracts. Managers usually do day 
trips but this doesn't support the staff in the same way as quality time with 
them (3-4 days). 

Cultural safety for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff was another issue 
that arose in Survey 2 open-ended responses and interviews. One of the 
survey 2 respondents felt that their organisation carried through their 
organisational values, including cultural safety:  

One of the things I have really appreciated during my induction […] is that 
my manager made the time to spend the first day with me in [spoke site], 
that […] basically the entire executive team made the time to speak with 
me within the first two weeks. I also love that the organisation has strong 
values and a commitment to evaluation, quality improvement and a 
reconciliation action plan. 

On the other hand, one of the interview participants recounted the attitudes of 
some of the staff in their organisation and offered suggestions for improving 
staff cultural safety, including selecting staff who are knowledgeable regarding 
the issues faced by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples: 

I’ve done surveys of the organisation [answers to questions like] ‘do you 
think Aboriginal people get treated differently?’ – ‘yeah that’s because 
they’re drunks’, ‘they get more handouts’, ‘they get all the benefits’ ‘they 
should integrate’… We haven’t got it in our recruitment that an Aboriginal 
person sits on a panel for Aboriginal positions […] we don’t have: ‘how do 
you engage with the Aboriginal community?’ in our questions. We don’t 
have it in our job descriptions; it’s not embedded into our services. 

As elucidated above, interview data provided details regarding how losing an 
organisational focus on the importance of the founding values of care, 
compassion and respect had meant that cross-organisation staff 
connectedness and therefore organisational culture had deteriorated with 
organisational growth. One participant noted that this loss was also reflected 
in their work with clients:  

I think we’ve really lost it in our service delivery [too]. We do the great 
reporting, the great models, the data – we get lots of clients – whether we 
treat people well - I don’t think we do that as well as we used to. 

Overall, it was clear across all study stages that staff treasured their 
organisational values of care and compassion and the positive influence these 
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had on staff connectedness. Those who believed these values were being 
eroded were keen to offer their views on how they may be rebuilt.  

An inclusive network approach to decision-making 

The importance to staff of being involved in decision-making was apparent 
across the study findings, as indicated by survey 2 findings in figure 14. More 
than a quarter of open-ended survey responses referred to transparency in 
high-level decision-making and/or involvement in site or program-level 
decision-making as being important to achieving staff connectedness, as 
noted by the following response:  

At the end of the day, I feel more connected with an organisation when I 
have a voice, am able to input into service delivery, policies and 
procedures or strategic planning. 

There were many accounts in open-ended survey responses from partner and 
like organisations and in interviews of examples of staff feeling that they were 
denied decision-making where their daily work was affected. Typical of such 
responses, one of the survey 2 respondents suggested that connectedness 
would be increased if there was: 

Acknowledgement that sometimes a site knows what works best at the site 
and that the hub should take this into account when decisions are made. 

When consultation was undertaken, some staff felt that even though they were 
experts in their own work, their views were not necessarily taken in to account, 
exemplified by one of the interview participant accounts below:  

There is some consultation but probably not to the extent that it should 
be…[Colleague] who started the [program] initially informed [the 
organisation] that it could work across two sites, but extending it to four for 
one person would be too much of a stretch…it’s sort of like setting up a 
program to fail…but the final decision of the organisation was to go with 
four. 

Interview accounts provided details regarding how their organisations’ top-
down approach had adversely affected their sense of connectedness. One 
participant described in their account below an occupational health and safety 
matter that occurred at another site that, in their view, could have been 
handled more sensitively, particularly in a care-based organisation: 

They believe: ‘we’ve followed procedure, we’ve covered all bases, we’ve 
ticked all the boxes’ without having any – like they haven’t cared about the 
fact that it’s significantly affected [staff lives].  
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This account was representative of participants who viewed their 
organisations as becoming increasingly risk-averse and at the same time, 
losing their previously compassionate approach. The interview participant also 
described why, in their view, the site manager had not made the decision to 
follow the site emergency evacuation procedure. The participant felt that the 
site manager believed that a recent directive that staff not be allowed to stop 
work in the event of a disaster took precedence over evacuation. Similarly, 
another participant’s account exemplified how a strict adherence to particular 
policies and procedures could, in their view, reduce cultural safety for 
Aboriginal Services workers: 

 Aunty, 78 yo, walking down the street carrying four or five shopping bags 
– it’s your obligation to pick her up. If she knew that you drove past her 
you’d be in a lot of trouble. [But] our agency policy is that you can’t have 
non-clients in cars. [I spoke with the CEO and they] said: ‘well, we just 
need to change the policy, because if we talk about compassion and then 
just drive past an 80 year old lady …’ 

Conversely, a few survey 2 respondents indicated that there was not enough 
consistency across the organisation or between spoke sites, where spoke 
sites are seen as ‘doing their own thing’. Taken together, these findings 
suggest that a hub-and-spoke model that adheres to core values, ensures 
minimum standards and at the same time allows some flexibility at the 
site/program level may foster staff connectedness. Further, these findings 
suggest that leadership training to aid decision-making when complex issues 
arise may assist those in leadership positions make appropriate decisions. 

As noted throughout this report, the importance of organisational values was a 
common theme from which many of the accounts of both connectedness and 
disconnectedness stemmed.  

Summary and recommendations 

Overall, many study respondents spoke about wanting their organisations to 
return to their founding values, in particular those relating to care and 
compassion. A common thread that was associated with a departure from 
organisational values was that their organisations had grown significantly. 
Study findings suggest that a simultaneous drive to tighten top-down control 
and an ascendance of risk-averse policy-making is likely to be contributing to 
staff perceptions of a schism between values and management practices. 

These findings demonstrate the importance that staff place on being involved 
in making decisions about their day to day work and the repercussions for how 
connected they feel to the organisation when this does or does not occur. The 
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SNA suggests that there is very limited communication between sites and/or 
programs which means that ideas and creativity are also likely to be limited. 
One way to increase staff decision-making opportunities would be to invite 
those working at a program level to use their networks and experience to 
develop operational policies and implementation plans that are relevant for 
their programs but based on a set of core minimum standards set by senior 
management. In addition, leadership capacity building would assist those in 
supervisory positions to make appropriate decisions when complex or 
unexpected situations arise. 

  

Recommendations 

• Strengthen value-driven approach to management 
• Develop a network-approach to complement the hub-and-spoke 

model 
• Provide leadership capacity building training to staff 
• Incorporate cultural safety across agencies 
• Provide hot desks at hub and spoke sites for travelling staff 
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Summary & recommendations 
Introduction 
It is evident from the study findings that staff connectedness to the values of 
their organisations is strong. Further, study findings suggest that most staff 
receive excellent support from their line managers and colleagues. 
Nevertheless, this study sought to understand staff perceptions about their 
level of connectedness and how country community service organisations 
could enhance their practice in this regard.  

The study findings suggest that significant increases in staff connectedness 
could be achieved by undertaking two main changes. Firstly, study findings 
indicate that staff connectedness would be strengthened if management 
practices were structured around organisational founding values such as care 
and compassion. Many staff referred to their organisations’ mission 
statements and values and gave accounts of their appreciation of their flexible 
and family-oriented working conditions. Secondly, more networking between 
programs and sites would enhance connectedness and the evidence from 
other studies suggests that this would also increase staff engagement and 
creativity (Kijkuit & Van Den Ende, 2007; von Held, 2012).  

Three main types of connectedness were found across country community 
service hub-and-spoke organisations which could be focussed on to increase 
staff connectedness. Returning to the study aims, this study sought answers 
to the following research questions: 

• What do communication patterns tell us about staff connectedness in 
the partner organisations? 

• How connected do hub-and-spoke Australian country community 
service organisation staff members feel in terms of their workplace 
location, their organisational culture, and support from their colleagues 
and line managers?  

• What reasons do staff members give for their experiences of 
connectedness? 

• What do partner organisation staff members believe will increase their 
sense of connectedness within their organisation? 
 

The combination of SNA and survey responses suggested that many spoke 
staff had few connections within their organisations other than their immediate 
chain of command, team colleagues and staff they may supervise. A large 
number of staff had one main connection and/or only connect with one or two 
staff at the same site or program and rarely connected with any other staff. 
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Most of the recommendations in this report are directed at ways to increase 
the number and quality of connections between spoke sites, programs and 
levels of staff. This would also benefit the organisations by producing a more 
networked, creative and adaptive approach to on-the-ground policy and 
practice, to complement the hub-and-spoke structure (Abbasi et al 2013; 
Kijkuit & Van Den Ende, 2007). 

Top-down connectedness 
This study found that top-down connectedness is necessary for whole-
organisation information sharing (e.g. policies, procedures, training 
opportunities). Study participants reported on the rate and extent of their 
organisations’ growth over the past 10 or 20 years. With this expansion study 
organisations have needed to develop structures and strategies to manage 
much larger staff numbers and also to ensure they are accountable to their 
funders. Evidence from other studies has shown that it is common for non-
profit human services organisations to adopt structures used by larger 
organisations; namely government and for-profit organisations (Green & 
Dalton, 2016).  

Bureaucratic, managerialist management structures do not appear to be the 
best approach for site-specific daily operations of the study organisations. 
Study findings suggest that the chain of command is very tightly controlled in 
the community service organisations in this study sample and that moves are 
being made to increase this control. Some respondents reported that strict or 
tight policies are not always ideal, particularly where there is an emergency, 
such as a disaster or occupational hazard, or to take in to account staff and 
client cultural diversity. They reported that it is not always possible or practical 
to contact the correct person (who is most likely located in the hub) in a timely 
manner that would avoid harm to staff or the community. This has also been 
noted in hub-and-spoke management and SNA studies whereby teams are 
reliant on one person’s knowledge or authority (Alumur et al., 2012; Roussin, 
MacLean, & Rudolph, 2016). Evidence regarding staff responses in 
emergencies support the importance of social connectedness and adaptive 
behaviour rather than a reliance on top-down orders (Abbasi, Owen, Hossain, 
& Hamra, 2013). 

Increasing the networking between employees opens new opportunities and 
increases the effectiveness of the organisational model. For example, 
employees were found to use their networks for advice and to gain access to 
resources (Sykes et al., 2009). Employees with more network ties are more 
likely to stay with the organisation for a longer period of time (Feeley et al., 
2008). Similarly, higher centrality scores of individuals that indicate presence 
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of more diverse ties increase the level of social support and reduce the 
likelihood of the employees considering leaving the organisation (Feeley et al., 
2010). Conversely, organisation-prescribed formal support channels leave 
employees often dissatisfied (Govindarajulu, 2002). Newcomers to an 
organisation are better equipped to learn and assimilate in the new 
organisational environment if the network has a greater interconnectedness 
(Morrison, 2002). From an organisational psychology perspective, a 
networking approach to organisational models is beneficial in a variety of 
ways. Increased networking of the employees improves recruitment and 
retention, increases performance, empowers employees, and is beneficial for 
building individual leadership (for a review of these studies see Brass, 2011). 

It could therefore be helpful to develop minimum standard policies that may be 
locally adapted for site or program use. An excellent example from the findings 
of how this can work well was supervision policy. These findings suggest that 
a similar approach to foster connectedness would be to allow site managers, 
or the most senior staff member present at a site, to have the authority to 
ensure staff health and safety when there is an event that affects the site and 
the health or safety of staff. Another example would be for site or program 
staff members to negotiate ways to incorporate cultural safety in to their daily 
operations.  

A stronger emphasis on pastoral care for staff would also be welcomed by 
study participants and is recommended. It may be beneficial to return to 
organisations’ founding values and explore ways in which HR policies may be 
designed to be in line with values (e.g. of care, respect, charity, love, 
compassion) and move away from (or overlay) the current tight 
managerialism/corporate management style. Again, an area where this was 
already working well in the study organisations was in flexible working 
conditions and family-friendly workplaces. 

Network connectedness  
This study suggests that network connectedness is already well-established 
within many teams and programs, as well as some sites. The findings show 
that overall, staff expressed that they are very happy with their level of 
connectedness with their line managers and program colleagues, even when 
they are not co-located. Staff offered many examples of how their program 
teams fostered staff connectedness, for example staff from different spoke 
sites travelling to a neutral location for meetings or social get-togethers.  

Supervision seems one of the key areas that the partner organisations had 
been working on. Study findings suggest that many staff valued highly their 
supervision structure and experience, whereas for others it remained ad hoc. 
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Interview data suggests that not all staff have supervision meetings, either 
regularly or at all. Interview data also suggests that those staff who have 
become disenchanted with the organisation and/or their roles or 
communication with their line manager are also those staff who had either no 
or inadequate supervision. In-depth interview data offered several insights in 
to how supervision meetings may be useful in facilitating staff satisfaction and 
connectedness. The supervision style staff seemed to value most was where 
there was a minimum standard which could be adapted according to a 
consensus between the staff member and their supervisor, for example fewer 
supervision meetings but face-to-rather than by telephone. 

Cross-organisational connectedness 
This study found that cross-organisational connectedness was not as well 
established as network connectedness. Many participants reported 
dissatisfaction with inadequate communication and lack of connectedness with 
their organisation. Study partner organisation survey responses and interviews 
suggest this seemed to be more apparent between sites that were 
geographically closer to the hub (e.g. same town or nearby town) than those 
sites that were more distant or remote. Those study participants further from 
the hub were more likely to report that it was understandable and acceptable 
that they had less connection with the hub because it was not practical to 
expect otherwise. It may be the case that staff feel more dissatisfied if they are 
closer to the hub because it would be feasible for hub staff to spend time at 
their spoke sites. Thus, it appears more of a choice than a constraint not to 
visit.  

More work is needed within larger sites where there are multiple programs and 
across towns where there are multiple sites near each other. The notion of 
working within one’s own program area (including at the same site) and not 
having much idea about what other staff in the organisation do was a strong 
theme across the study findings. Interview data offered some insights in to 
ways in which this may be addressed so that staff have opportunities to 
connect across programs. The most common suggestions in all stages of this 
study included mandatory all staff site meetings and multi-site, site or 
program-specific social gatherings. Such occasions would provide 
opportunities to share experiences, develop ideas and increase referrals. 
Meetings need not include reports on all programs at every meeting, but could 
rotate so that all programs are reported on over the course of a few or several 
meetings.  

Findings suggest that it would be beneficial if representatives from different 
programs and/or sites as well as staff from different levels connected more 
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than they currently did, for example at meetings or social events. 
Nevertheless, staff also expressed a strong sense that they did not want to 
engage in activities that may compromise their clients’ needs or which would 
use scarce resources that could be better spent on programs. Study 
participants suggested that programs could rotate staff so that they could take 
turns attending all staff events/meetings, while ensuring their programs 
remained available to clients.  

Survey responses indicated strongly that inadequate ITC is a problem across 
the community services sector. Many study participants demonstrated an 
understanding that ITC is expensive and not entirely a problem of their 
organisation but broader problems of telecommunication infrastructure across 
country Australia. Still, survey respondents and interview participants offered 
ideas about how to improve organisational communication and connectedness 
with some changes to current ITC availability.  

Cultural connectedness 
Intersecting with the above is cultural connectedness, which refers to the ways 
in which organisational culture is produced and reproduced through the daily 
communications and activities associated with workplace environments. Staff 
members are either included or excluded by the implicit and explicit 
organisational practices. An example of explicit inclusion identified by staff in 
the study organisations was a strong emphasis on being family friendly 
workplaces. An example of implicit exclusion was a lack of understanding of 
cultural safety among country community service staff. Participants reported 
examples of having witnessed staff demonstrating implicit and explicit 
discriminatory attitudes toward Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff and 
clients. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are some of the most 
marginalised in Australian society and therefore disproportionately 
represented among those who require assistance from community services 
(Holland, 2016). It follows that all staff working in community organisations 
should be trained in cultural safety (Price-Robertson & McDonald, 2011). An 
Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander community member should be represented 
on job interview panels. There should also be selection criteria and interview 
questions pertaining to an understanding of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander health, wellbeing and self-determination in Australia (Price-Robertson 
& McDonald, 2011) 

Conclusion 
The original hub-and-spoke model applies a technical management (value-
free) approach which must follow a strict chain of command to operate 
effectively and does not require connections between spokes (Arıkan & 
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Schilling, 2011). Government organisations and many large for-profit 
organisations tend to adopt such hierarchical, bureaucratic structures. These 
structures are often referred to as ‘value-free’, however it has been argued 
that they are based on a belief (rather than evidence) that they are more 
efficient and productive than more collective or democratic organisations 
(Chen et al., 2013; Green & Dalton 2016). Most community service 
organisations, by comparison, are value-driven, with a focus on caring and 
valuing people (Stride & Higgs 2014). It follows that incorporating these values 
more explicitly in the day-to-day work and communications that staff undertake 
would serve these organisations well. In agreement with literature on non-
profit organisations, the current study findings suggest that an important 
aspect of staff connectedness is their perception of their fit with organisational 
values (Chen et al., 2013; Huynh et al., 2014; Stride & Higgs, 2014). 
Moreover, recent studies of organisations have shown that collaboration and 
sharing knowledge between staff leads to higher engagement and creativity 
among staff and increased productivity (Arıkan & Schilling 2011; Kijkuit & Van 
Den Ende, 2007; Von Held, 2012).  

In conclusion, the findings suggest that there is an opportunity to enhance 
pastoral care for staff in Australian country community service organisations, 
despite policies which emphasise its importance. This opportunity seems to be 
a product of organisational growth and an adoption of managerialism. The 
hub-and-spoke model may be the ideal way to provide cost-effective services 
to rural and remote areas, however it is based on a value-free distribution of 
goods. As such, it may not be ideal on its own in value-based community 
service (people-focussed) organisations. The findings strongly suggest that 
the hub-and-spoke model could be adapted to include a more networked 
approach that would foster staff connectedness, engagement and creativity 
and thereby staff satisfaction, productivity and retention. 
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  Recommendations: 

• Strengthen value-driven approach to management 
• Develop a network-approach to complement the hub-and-spoke model 
• Provide leadership capacity building training to staff 
• Incorporate cultural safety across agencies 
• Explore ways to involve all staff in decision-making 
• Explore ways to hold all staff meetings (e.g. video link-up) 
• Provide opportunities for face-to-face meetings, gatherings 
• Foster opportunities for social activities 
• Introduce new employees to their own and other teams and follow up  
• Increase casual staff involvement in organisational activities 
• Increase transparency in change management/decision-making processes 
• Schedule regular, quality senior management visits to spoke sites 
• Provide hot desks at hub and spoke sites for travelling staff 
• Consider alternatives to email for communication to all staff  
• Require timely responses to staff requests/paperwork  
• Back up information dissemination to spoke staff beyond line manager 
• Rotate program meeting sites  
• Require mandatory all staff site meetings – rotate program presentations 
• Emphasise the importance of regular, quality supervision 
• Improve ITC – videoconferencing and instant messaging 
• Provide electronic staff directory with searchable staff profiles 
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