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Understanding client needs: The FACSIAR 
Economics Need Model
This Snapshot provides an overview of the FACSIAR Economics Need Model, or Need Model, and how it 
can be used to support Department of Communities and Justice (DCJ) policy and program design.

The Need Model can estimate how many people in NSW have certain needs, the characteristics of these 
people, and the area they live in. In many instances it is the presence of complex and overlapping needs  
in someone’s life which means they need assistance from DCJ. The Need Model can help to guide 
decision-making around how to respond to complex client needs and will better enable DCJ to effectively 
allocate and design services to support clients. 

What is the FACSIAR Economics Need Model?
The Need Model helps us understand the complex and 
overlapping needs or risk factors of NSW people and households. 
It guides us to design and deliver services that meet the long-
term needs and wants of our clients by:

• estimating the number and profile of people and households 
who experience various risk factors

• estimating the number of people in specific geographical areas 
who may need DCJ services 

The Need Model can help answer questions like:

What are risk factors?

Needs or risk factors are attributes 
or conditions that can contribute 
to a person being vulnerable, e.g., 
disability, unemployment or mental 
health issues. They may increase 
the probability that someone will 
have poor outcomes in the future.

How many people  
in NSW have a particular 
risk factor (e.g disability,  

child abuse/neglect,  
not employed)?

Where are they  
located (i.e. in  
what region or 

district)?

Where are they 
demographically  
(i.e. what is their  
age, sex, income 

level)?
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Why was the FACSIAR Economics Need Model developed?
In the past, DCJ could not reliably estimate how many people need our services. Single sources of data, 
such as ABS surveys or the Census, are limited in the information they can provide because they only relate 
to specific areas (e.g. health, income or safety). Administrative data is also limited as it only provides 
information about existing clients. 

The Need Model addresses this problem by merging information from many different survey datasets on to 
the Census dataset. This gives us a holistic view of people and households with complex needs. 

How can the FACSIAR Economics Need Model be used?
DCJ clients tend to have complex needs, that is, they are affected by more than one risk factor. Figure 1 
shows conceptually how different risk factors can intersect and overlap.

The Need Model can estimate how many people are affected by specific risk factors or by a combination of 
risk factors and the district they live in. 

Figure 2 shows an estimate of how many people experience child abuse and neglect or mental illness, and 
how many people experience both these risk factors. This is just one example of the type of information the 
Need Model can estimate. Understanding how many people in NSW have multiple risk factors helps us 
identify how many people are likely to require our services.

Figure 1. Example of multiple risk factors

Mental Illness &  
Disability

Mental Illness &  
Jobless Household 

Mental illness

Jobless  
householdDisability

Mental Illness  
Jobless Household &  

Disability

Jobless household  
& disability



Understanding client needs: The FACSIAR Economics Need Model  3

Department of Communities and Justice Snapshot

Figure 2. Experience of child/abuse neglect and mental illness by FACS District (all households)
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These bars represent the prevalence of the 
two individual risk factors across districts. The 
light blue line represents the prevalence rate of 
people experiencing both risk factors together.

The prevalence of a risk factor is the 
proportion (%) of people within the stated 
population group (e.g. Western NSW)  
who have the particular risk factor(s).

The Need Model helps us to compare risk factors and combinations of risk factors across Districts (see 
Figure 2). This enables us to have a better understanding of where DCJ services are needed. 

The Need Model also allows us to segment risk factors by the personal and household characteristics 
available in the Census data. This means we can estimate the prevalence groups and sub-groups in the 
NSW population who may require DCJ services. 

What are the benefits of the FACSIAR Economics Need Model?

The Need Model enables us to understand the extent and nature of need in the NSW community. This can 
lead to more effective decision-making about how to respond to people’s needs. 

The Need Model supports DCJ to:

• understand the personal and household characteristics and risk profile of the NSW community so we can 
better respond to people’s needs

• better understand who our clients and potential clients are so we can tailor services to them

• compare population characteristics across districts so we have a better understanding of where DCJ 
services are needed

• understand current trends and forecast future trends in the need for services so we can more effectively 
allocate limited resources

• understand gaps in service provision

• inform budgeting over the medium and long-term so we can ensure there are sufficient resources for 
people who will need services in the future
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How was the FACSIAR Economics Need Model built?
The Need Model was built by merging ABS Census data with different ABS Surveys (see Figure 3). We used 
the personal and household characteristics of a 1% sample of the 2011 Census to make up the base data 
file. Data from ABS Surveys was then used to define risk factors. The prevalence of these risk factors was 
merged onto the Census data and applied to the population counts. This enables us to estimate the 
number of people or households with any given risk factor or combination of risk factors.

Figure 3. Building the FACSIAR Economics Need Model

2011 ABS Census
Personal and Household Characteristics

ABS Surveys

National Survey of  
Mental Health &  

Wellbeing

National Health  
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Ageing & Carers
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Survey
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Age

Sex

Country
of Birth

District
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Unpaid  
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Citizen

Tenure  
Type

Government 
Employed

Hours
Worked

Voluntary 
Work

Housing  
Loan

English 
Proficiency

Non-school 
Education

Landlord 
Type

Student 
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Household 
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Rent

Child 
Type Occupation

Income

Family  
Type

Needs 
Assistance

School 
Education

Language

Labour 
Force

Marital  
Status

Aboriginal
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What’s next for the FACSIAR Economics Need Model?
The Need Model will be updated using 2016 Census data. The next version of the model will contain more 
detailed information about geographical areas and Aboriginal people and households. This future update 
will be built inside the ABS DataLab. 

The current version of the Need Model has 18 geographical regions across NSW. The next version will have 
36 geographical areas, which will each combine around 3 or 4 Local Government Areas. This will better 
enable DCJ to target programs and services to smaller areas.

The current version of the model includes external information for Aboriginal people and households. This is 
because the Census and survey datasets used to build the model did not contain information on Aboriginal 
identification. The next version will include better quality information for Aboriginal people and households. 
This information will enable us to provide more reliable estimates of the characteristics, needs and risk 
factors of Aboriginal people and households in NSW.

More information
To find out more about the Need Model and how you can use it in your work, please contact FACSIAR: 
facsiar@dcj.nsw.gov.au

Produced by 
James Terrey & Alexander Cockburn
Family and Community Services Insights, Analysis and Research (FACSIAR)
NSW Department of Communities and Justice
320 Liverpool Rd, Ashfield NSW 2131
www.dcj.nsw.gov.au
Email: facsiar@dcj.nsw.gov.au
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