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INTRODUCTION  
 
In the summer of 2011, Family Service Toronto (FST) launched a new strategic planning 
process that included multiple opportunities for clients, participants, community partners, 
staff and board to discuss the current environment and potential new directions for FST’s 
work. These engagement opportunities included: 

 Interviews and focus groups with 130 clients, participants and advisory committee 
members. 

 Nine strategic conversations on eight different topics with 113 people participating 
in one or more of the conversations (72 staff and students; 37 community partners; 
four FST board members).  The topics for the conversations were anti-violence work, 
mental health, collaboration/integration within FST, social advocacy, innovative 
models of service, seniors, youth and housing. 

 Input from the Strategic Planning Working Group with representation from across 
the organization as well as the board and community partners. 

 Dialogue at the Leadership and Strategy Teams. 

 A strategic planning forum on February 29 that was attended by 139 staff, four 
board members and one community partner. 

 Review of the ideas that were discussed at the forum and revisions to the draft 
strategic possibilities to incorporate some of these ideas. 

 Five consultations involving 78 staff and students on the strategic possibilities and 
vision, mission and values.   Further revisions were made as a result of this feedback. 

 Review of the strategic possibilities and vision, mission and values by the Strategic 
Planning Working Group in preparation for recommending the strategic plan to the 
Board for approval. 

The plan which emerged is presented on the following pages with our revised vision, 
mission and values, a graphic representation of our concept of foundations and pillars and 
then the six strategic directions. The strategic directions are written as “provocative 
propositions”, an appreciative inquiry method that describes strategic directions as future 
states – what would exist if the strategic direction were realized. 
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VISION 
 
Family Service Toronto envisions a City of Toronto where:  

 people live with dignity in thriving neighbourhoods and inclusive communities which are 
free of violence 

 public policy is grounded in social and economic justice 
 programs and services are accessible to all, especially to those who face barriers 
 individuals and families navigate life challenges successfully and enjoy effective personal 

relationships 
 people are able to realize their potential. 
 
MISSION 
 
Family Service Toronto collaborates with individuals, families and communities to create 
lasting, measurable improvements in their health and well-being. We achieve this through 
counselling, education, social action, advocacy, community development and working with 
partners to advance a vibrant community services sector.  

VALUES 
 
We are committed to: 
 
 grounding our work in the lived experience of clients and the community 
 celebrating diversity, pursuing equity and practising inclusion  
 excellence 
 
OUR DEFINITION OF FAMILY  
 
Our name begins with “family” and we understand it to mean:   

Two or more people, whether living together or apart, related by blood, marriage, adoption 
or commitment to care for one another.  
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             FOUNDATION AND PILLARS  
 
Fundamental to FST’s work is a foundation of cultural competency. In addition, key “pillars” 
for FST’s work were identified – ideas that are critical to achievement of the strategic 
possibilities including: 

 collaboration within FST and with external stakeholders 

 using a strengths-based approach whether working with clients, participants or in 
community and neighbourhood development 

 ensuring the financial sustainability of FST 

 operational excellence in the core organizational services such as human resources, 
finance, information technology, marketing and communications that support 
quality programs and services 

 ongoing learning and innovation to ensure that our programs and services continue 
to be based on evidence, to change as the external environment changes and to be 
responsive to feedback from clients and participants. 
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STRATEGIC DIRECTIONS 
 

            Enhance Accessibility and Responsiveness 
 
Strategic Direction 

FST is rigorous in improving the accessibility of our programs and services. We pay 
particular attention to being accessible to individuals and families who face barriers to 
inclusion. Accessibility includes models of service (e.g., peer-led programs, time-limited 
counselling, groups), wait times, languages, locations, physical facilities, fees and when 
service is offered. Comprehensive program evaluation ensures a good understanding of 
how resources are being used and informs changes in programs and services to ensure 
resources are being used effectively and efficiently. Technology enables FST to serve more 
people, and to offer support while people wait for service (e.g., support and information via 
chats, e-counselling and video learning). 
 
Why this strategic direction? 

 This strategic direction is very consistent with FST’s equity and inclusion values and 
policy. 

 In Changing Lives, Family Violence programs, clients and community members have 
identified that addressing the long wait to gain access to needed programs and 
services is the most important change that the department could make to improve 
its work. This was the resounding message from the last two client surveys and from 
complaints received in the last two years.  

 A number of initiatives have been implemented in the last few years to increase the 
accessibility of programs and services. We need to study the evaluative data on 
these initiatives to understand with whom we are working and not, and to 
determine if we are reaching the people we intend to reach. And, FST needs to 
continue to find ways to ensure that it is making the best use of its staffing 
resources.   

 There are a number of examples of other organizations using technology to provide 
service and information. While FST has implemented some measures in this regard, 
more could be done that would enable FST to provide service to more people. Part 
of the strategic conversation on innovative service models explored ways technology 
could be used to serve clients and community members. 

  

N
EW

 G
RO

W
TH

 



6 | P a g e                                                              DEEP ROOTS 
 

             Implement New Strategies to Address Family Violence 
 
Strategic Direction 

FST develops and delivers a number of successful strategies that prevent violence in family 
relationships. Opportunities exist for family members to develop non-violent problem 
resolution skills (e.g., intergenerational workshops, family counselling, workshops in 
schools). Improved relationships between parents and children help prevent the next 
generation from repeating the negative behaviours of their elders. FST actively addresses 
the stigma regarding violence in family relationships so that people are able to seek help. 
Incorporating principles of restorative justice, FST supports men who want to address 
violent behaviours to develop the knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary to have 
positive, nurturing family relationships. Programs are offered in a variety of languages and 
strategies tailored to be relevant to the LGBTQ community and the many different ethno-
racial communities served. 
 
Why this strategic direction?  

 Family violence in all forms is a pervasive problem in Ontario and violence is 
recognized as having detrimental effects on mental health. Fifty-one per cent of 
women in Canada have experienced at least one incident of physical/sexual violence 
after the age of 16 (Ontario Women’s Directorate, 2007). The rate of occurrence of 
older adult abuse is between 2% and 10% (Lachs and Pillemer, The Lancet; October 
2004; Volume 364; pp. 1192-1263).   

 Abuse continues to be the most cited reason that individuals seek Changing Lives, 
Family Violence services. In 2010-2011, 34% of registered clients in these programs 
indicated they were survivors of abuse including partner abuse, childhood sexual 
abuse, elder abuse and abuse more generally.   

 The current model of Partner Abuse Response groups only serves men who are 
mandated by the courts to attend. 

 In the anti-violence work strategic conversations, energy was identified for: 

o exploring working differently with men and their families regarding issues of 
violence 

o enhancing anti-violence prevention and education work 

o identifying new ways of working in racialized communities regarding family 
violence. 
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                Foster Healthy, Vibrant Tower Communities 
 
Strategic Direction 

Working in collaboration with local residents, private and public sector landlords and 
community partners, FST develops innovative approaches to creating inclusive communities 
within aging apartment towers in Toronto’s inner suburb neighbourhoods. FST staff 
contribute their significant collective expertise in supportive housing, working with youth, 
community development and strengthening individuals and families to help create high-rise 
tower communities where residents are actively engaged in identifying their vision for their 
community and working to achieve it.   

Together the stakeholders are able to achieve much more than they had individually ever 
imagined could be possible. Community space in the towers is revitalized and home to such 
activities as homework clubs, youth arts programs, wellness programs for seniors and 
parent education groups. Community services are provided in response to needs identified 
by the residents. The summer brings fresh vegetables from the community gardens. 
Opportunities for inter-generational dialogue deepen understanding of the challenges faced 
by the young and not so young, parents, their children and youth. Residents are supported 
to develop alternative ways of generating income. 

Landlords see their investment in tenant support and building improvements paying off 
with lower rates of arrears, less turnover in tenants and fewer acts of vandalism. Residents 
report a strong sense of community. Their health and well-being are improved. 
 
Why this strategic direction?  

FST’s strategic conversation regarding housing highlighted the following points: 

 Having stable housing and social supports are important determinants of health. 

 There is a marked and growing inequality of income in Toronto. At the intersection 
of poor housing, low income and poor health is inequality. 

 United Way Toronto’s Vertical Poverty report documents the growing concentration 
of poverty in Toronto’s aging high-rise tower apartment stock in Toronto’s inner 
suburbs. 

 The wait list for affordable housing has grown by 23% since 2008 – 82,138 
households are on the list; an estimated 24 year wait for affordable housing. 

 FST has an excellent track record of partnering with others to provide supportive 
housing. We can demonstrate that we’ve improved people’s health and well-being.  
And, we can demonstrate that we are able to dramatically reduce (almost eliminate) 
rent arrears, turnover of tenants, etc.  

 FST’s expertise in many programs and enthusiasm for this initiative across the 
organization could be harnessed. 
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 This is an opportunity to extend FST’s housing model to for-profit housing, working 
with landlords and other partners as well as across a number of FST 
programs/services. 
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                 Develop New Ways to Fund Programs and Services 
 
Strategic Direction 

FST develops resilient social enterprises that enhance the quality of life of Toronto’s 
residents and generate revenue for FST. Family Services Employee Assistance Programs 
continues to develop new product offerings to respond to changing needs and emerging 
opportunities, creating financial sustainability.  New social enterprise opportunities for FST 
are implemented. Other opportunities to generate revenue to support FST’s work are 
identified. Planning for new programs and services includes identifying ways to make these 
initiatives self-financing. FST is adaptable, both anticipating and responding to changes in its 
environment. 
 
Why this strategic direction? 

 Governments at all levels are looking for ways to cut expenditures, and costs are 
likely to continue to increase. There is pressure on not-for-profits to merge 
organizations and/or integrate programs. Looking to government for increased or 
new funding is not likely to produce results in the next five years.  

 FST has expertise in social enterprise upon which it can build. 
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                  Advance a Resilient Community Services Sector 
 
Strategic Direction 

FST works with community partners to find new solutions to pressing social issues that 
affect the community services sector and the individuals the sector serves. It is an 
imperative for FST to participate in coalitions, networks and associations, to identify 
opportunities for collaboration, integration and improvements in effectiveness. Taking a 
leadership role when appropriate, FST is active in developing and implementing new ways 
of working with government, the public and private enterprise within the sector and across 
sectors to ensure that the sector continues to play an instrumental role in building a healthy 
city.    
 
Why this strategic direction? 

 It is a very challenging time to be in the not-for-profit sector. Ontario is experiencing 
a period of fiscal restraint. Governments and other funders have signalled that the 
old ways of not-for-profits’ doing business are not as efficient or effective as they 
need to be. Susan McIsaac, CEO of United Way Toronto, has stated that in five years 
the sector will not look the same. FST feels pressure from all levels for significant 
change in a short period of time. No one organization can resolve this alone. 

 Through the work of organizations such as the Ontario Nonprofit Network, new ways 
of working are being developed. The Partnership Project and Open for Business 
initiatives in partnership with the provincial government are two examples of how 
the sector’s relationship with government is evolving positively, building its capacity 
to have a strong role in the city’s and province’s social fabric.   

 As a large and venerable organization, FST has a responsibility to support initiatives 
at a sector and cross-sector level. FST is well-connected, participating in more than 
90 networks and coalitions, dedicated to collaboration, integration and excellence to 
effect systemic change.   
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                 Generate Community Impact 
 
Strategic Direction 

FST’s programs and services help to change lives; but system-wide change requires broad 
partnerships with efforts that are co-ordinated and focussed where they have the most 
community impact. In collaboration with funders and community partners, FST continuously 
seeks sustainable social change. By planning across organizations and institutions, we 
support the identification of shared system-level outcomes. System-level evaluation 
identifies that desired outcomes have been achieved – programs and services provided by 
community social service organizations create lasting, measurable improvements in the 
health and well-being of individuals, families, neighbourhoods and communities. Advocacy 
efforts ensure decision-makers are knowledgeable about the challenges faced by Toronto’s 
most vulnerable residents as well as the best options to address these challenges at a 
system level. FST’s own work is aligned with these efforts, contributing to the achievement 
of measurable community impact. 
 
Why this strategic direction? 

 Governments as well as other funders and donors have signalled that they will 
increasingly be investing in initiatives that can demonstrate measurable outcomes in 
critical areas of investment.   

 United Way Toronto has identified its desire to target investment in activities that 
produce community impact – in initiatives that make lasting, measurable 
improvements in the lives of individuals, neighbourhoods and communities. This 
involves identifying what strategies have the best chance of success (i.e., evidence 
based practice) and identifying systems level outcome indicators for what we are 
trying to achieve. 

 Work has been done in other jurisdictions to align work across organizations in 
support of common goals aimed at producing measurable outcomes and in doing so, 
community impact has been achieved. A great example of this is Pathways to 
Education which has succeeded in dramatically improving the high school graduation 
rate of students from priority communities.  
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ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN 
 
At every level of society – global, federal, provincial and municipal – the environment is 
chaotic and unstable. Faced with unprecedented financial circumstances, governments 
dealing with deficits and slow growth economies are choosing the path of austerity rather 
than investment, demanding that everyone do more with less. As the OCCUPY movement 
demonstrated so poignantly, income inequality is increasing dramatically. The demand for 
services is growing. For social service organizations like FST, the challenges of this new 
context are monumental.  

Expectations of governments, businesses and donors for non-profit organizations are 
changing as charity and philanthropy evolve towards a model of “good citizenship”. Where 
funders and donors used to be motivated by compassion and generosity to alleviate 
suffering and solve problems, they are now interested in being engaged in their community 
to effect change and create public value. This presents both opportunities and challenges 
for non-profit organizations. Fewer individual donors are giving more but their attachment 
is shifting from organizations to causes which have personal significance for them. Their 
focus is on root causes, results and solutions. They want to be more “hands on”. Grant-
makers and foundations have less capacity to fund due to the new pattern of low market 
returns. They continue to be reluctant to support operating expenses, are more risk averse 
and have a greater emphasis on results. Across sectors, there is a greater emphasis on 
learning, knowledge development and using evaluation to improve practice. Expectations 
on the part of all funders for accountability and demonstrated results are increasing rapidly 
at the same time as administrative funding is being cut.   

Government funders are increasingly promoting collaboration and sometimes requiring 
integration of organizations. Their prevailing sense seems to be that there are too many 
non-profit organizations and that integrations will result in cost-savings, efficiencies and 
improved effectiveness. There is debate about whether the corporate model of mergers 
and integrations is transferable to the non-profit sector, but the momentum is real. 1  

In order to fund new programs and meet increased demand at a time when funding from 
government, corporations and donors is decreasing, nonprofits must look to increase their 
earned income. Opportunities for social innovation are promoted and celebrated; but 
nonprofits maintain that earned income can only be one source of revenue and resist a “Big 
Society” social model which relies heavily on volunteers and social enterprise to provide 
social services.    

                                                           
1 Content courtesy of Tim Brodhead, February 29, 2012 presentation to FST Strategic Planning Forum 
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Provincially, the Liberal minority government is struggling to address the deficit, find 
efficiencies and maintain their commitment to social services and poverty reduction. The 
recent report of the Drummond Commission and the upcoming report of the Social 
Assistance Review will influence directions for government spending. The recent successful 
collaboration called Open for Business between the Ontario government and the Ontario 
Nonprofit Network achieved some gains in efficiency and improved working relations, while 
mapping out more work to be done on funding reform. New focus on services for seniors 
and mental health and addictions is promising for our work.     

The City of Toronto is ranked as the fourth most liveable city in the world by the Economist.  
PWC considers Toronto to be second of twenty-six globally competitive cities; and CIBC’s 
economic activity index shows Toronto to be the first of twenty-five major Canadian metro 
regions. Nevertheless, there is a growing income gap and one million residents live in low 
income neighbourhoods. Newcomers have an unemployment rate of 19% and youth 
unemployment is getting worse. The environment in the City of Toronto is currently 
unstable for social service organizations with the City’s leadership implementing an agenda 
to cut costs and services which affect our organizations and the people with whom we 
work.    

Of great interest to FST is the city’s approach to priority neighbourhoods where much of our 
work is located. Based on David Hulchanski’s work on The Three Cities, it has been 
recognized that poverty in Toronto has moved from the inner city to the inner suburbs. In 
2005, the City of Toronto and United Way of Greater Toronto developed the Strong 
Neighbourhoods Strategy to address poor access to services with other challenges such as 
large numbers of recent immigrants and low incomes. Thirteen priority neighbourhoods 
were chosen for investment and revitalization with a community capacity-building 
approach. 

In March 2012 City Council approved an update, Strong Neighbourhoods 2020. City staff 
have been asked to report to council on setting criteria and outcomes for neighbourhoods, 
including a “next group”, as well as how to monitor progress. Future investment areas will 
still be based on Toronto's 140 social planning neighbourhoods but are expected to be one 
neighbourhood unit rather than the two or four used for many of the original thirteen.  
Some of the strategy is now concentrated on “tower communities”, high-rise apartments 
with high rates of poverty and other challenges, rather than on single-family 
neighbourhoods.  

These key elements of the environment in which we live and work guided us as we created 
the strategic plan.    
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STRATEGIC PLANNING WORKING GROUP 
 
Lan Nguyen, Chair Family Service Toronto Board of Directors                

Fran Odette Family Service Toronto Board of Directors          

Hari Viswanathan Family Service Toronto Board of Directors                                                                         

Pegeen Walsh Family Service Toronto Board of Directors 

Heather Crosbie Family Service Toronto Board of Directors 

Barney Savage Family Service Toronto Board of Directors 

Rob Howarth Toronto Neighbourhood 
Centres 

Community 

Margaret Hancock  Family Service Toronto Executive Director 

Janet McCrimmon Family Service Toronto Director, Research, Evaluation, 
Planning 

Lisa Manuel  Family Service Toronto Director, Changing Lives, Family 
Violence 

Vani Visva Family Service Toronto Finance  

Sonia Munoz Family Service Toronto Service Access Unit 

Catherine Moffat Family Service Toronto Counselling Program 

Rana Kettenah Family Service Toronto Passport Program 

Satha Vivekananthan Family Service Toronto Next Steps Program 

Debbi Gordon Family Service Toronto Family Services Employee Assistance 
Program 

Naga Ramalingam  Family Service Toronto Community and Neighbourhood 
Development 

Anne Dragone Family Service Toronto Executive Office 
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