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Adapt, change, transform (ACT): 
Delivering disability employment 
services in a changing world

Professor Byron Keating
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Situation: The times, they are a changing

• 2018: Reforms to DES expand access to program (incl. voluntary 
access), create greater choice and flexibility for participants, increase 
education pathways and outcomes, and changed the structure of 
payments.

• 2019: DSS identifies that reforms have led to 46% increase in 
caseloads (48% increase in expenditure to $1.25B in 2019-20) with 
only an 8% increase in outcomes. 

• 2020: DSS engages BCG to undertake mid-term review of DES, and 
identify options for improving the performance of the program.

• 2021: Consultation commences on the New Disability Employment 
Support Model (NDESM).

Recent policy-related events that have 
impacted DES
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BCG review
• Recommendations identified to improve the effectiveness 

and efficiency DES in the lead up to the introduction of 
NDESM. Focused largely on cost-side interventions: 

• Cohort targeting (restrict flow);
• Realign incentives (outcome payments linked more 

closely to employment and course completion);
• Program management (KPIs, star ratings, more 

granular analysis of outcomes);
• Other recommendations (entry/exit, reward innovation, 

support productivity, unlock employer demand, better 
integration with NDIS and Jobactive)

• The main objective, however, appears to be budget 
savings—with the proposed recommendations delivering 
$30-100m savings in the short-term and $335-535m in the 
long-term.

New DES model
• Provide better employment support for people with a 

disability and respond to a changing operating environment 
(e.g., NDIS, structural changes, COVID-19, changing skill 
needs)

• Promotes innovation in employment support that takes 
advantage of emerging technological opportunities. Based 
on the reforms to JA, we might expect:

• Digital and enhanced service offerings
• New payment structures
• More flexible approach to mutual obligation
• Revised job seeker assessment framework
• New IT system to support operational changes

• A key objective, however, also appears to be budget 
savings—with NESM delivering savings of $1.1b (~21%) 
over forward estimates (3 years) that will be redirected to 
fund other policy priorities. 
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Is the current discussion too focused on 
budget savings?
• Australian spends around 0.23% of GDP on employment services, 

well below the OECD average of 0.53%.

• Current modelling does not adequately consider the benefit side of 
DES, for example:

• Using BCG data on employment outcomes, DSS data on  
employment benchmarks for different cohorts, and national 
accounts information on employment contribution to GDP, we 
can estimate that the 2019-20 contribution to the GDP for the 
DES program was around $3.4b.

• The cost-benefit ratio based on BCG reported program costs of 
$1.25b is almost 3:1 (175% ROI). 

• Achieving BCG’s target of $535m (-43%) in savings over the 
long-term would equate to 5,080 new jobs (+16%).

• To achieve a similar cost savings associated with NDESM 
(~21%), 6,863 new jobs would be needed. 

How can this be done?



C
R

IC
O

S 
N

o.
00

21
3J

BCG review
• Recommendations identified to improve the effectiveness 

and efficiency DES in the lead up to the introduction of 
NDESM. Focused largely on cost-side interventions: 

• Cohort targeting (restrict flow);
• Realign incentives (outcome payments linked more 

closely to employment and course completion);
• Program management (KPIs, star ratings, more 

granular analysis of outcomes);
• Other recommendations (entry/exit, reward innovation, 

support productivity, unlock employer demand, better 
integration with NDIS and Jobactive)

• The main objective, however, appeared to be budget 
savings—with the proposed recommendations delivering 
$30-100m savings in the short-term and $335-535m in the 
long-term.

New DES model
• Provide better employment support for people with a 

disability
• Respond to changing operating environment (e.g., NDIS, 

structural changes, COVID-19, changing skill needs)
• Promotes innovation in employment support that takes 

advantage of emerging technological opportunities. Based 
on the reforms to JA, we can expect:

• Digital and enhanced service offerings
• New payment structures
• More flexible approach to mutual obligation
• Revised job seeker assessment framework
• New IT system to support operational changes

• A key objective, however, also appears to be budget 
savings—with NESM delivering savings of $1.1b (- 21%) 
over forward estimates (3 years) that will be redirected to 
fund other policy priorities. 



C
R

IC
O

S 
N

o.
00

21
3J

DES
Provider

Disruption

Regulatory 
forces

Industry 
forces

Market
forces

• Disruption: What are the key disruptive forces that will 
impact on the provision of disability employment services?

• Industry forces: How will competition be impacted by 
these disruptive forces? How will they change how you 
compete and collaborate?

• Market forces: How will disruption shape changing 
preferences of jobseekers with a disability? How do you 
adapt existing workforce, processes and systems?

• Regulatory forces: How are these other forces impacted 
by regulatory forces? How do you inform (rather react) to 
regulatory forces?

Need better recognition of the institutional 
context in which DES is delivered

Challenge: how to change the narrative?
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Adapt, 
Change & 
Transform

Resources & 
Infrastructure

Processes  
& Systems

Business
Models

People &
Partners

Proposal: build a stronger evidence base

Part II: Need to examine how 
these forces impact 
operations

Workshops with DES 
operational managers Q1 -
2022

Part I: Need to better 
understand these institutional 
forces 

Delphi Study of Senior DES 
managers Q4 - 2021
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Part III:
Innovation 
platform for 
new 
business 
models…

Transformation 
Leadership
Innovation
Platform

New Business
Models

Policies & 
Processes

People & 
Partners

Resources & 
Infrastructure

Performance 
& Evaluation

Open-Systems Model

Capabilities 
(Supply)

Facilitating
Conditions

Capacity
(Demand)

Ideate

Renovate

Appropriate

Collaborate

Improve

Service 
Delivery



C
R

IC
O

S 
N

o.
00

21
3J

Support: Industrial transformation training 
centre (ITTC)
The Industrial Transformation Training Centres scheme will provide support 
for the development of the innovation platform. This scheme fosters close 
partnerships between university-based researchers and industrial 
partners. The objectives of the scheme are to:
• foster opportunities for Higher Degree by Research candidates and 

postdoctoral fellows to pursue industrial training

• drive growth, productivity and competitiveness by linking to key growth 
sectors

• enhance competitive research collaboration between universities and 
organisations outside the Australian higher education sector

• strengthen the capabilities of industries and other research end-users in 
identified Industrial Transformation Priority areas.
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New Centre 
focus: 
Promoting 
innovation
uptake…

Program 4
Overarching Program Challenge: Bringing it all together. Understanding barriers to the development of an 

innovation platform that will enable new business models that meet needs of all actors.

Enabling new 

employment service 

business models
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Next steps…

We are working with DEA to identify participants for the 
different parts of the project

• If you are invited to participate, please see this as an 
investment not a cost. 

• In addition to contributing to a better understanding of 
the institutional forces shaping disability employment 
services, each participating organisation will receive a 
strategic insights report outlining key challenges and 
opportunities for their organisation moving forward.

• Please feel free to reach out if you would like to find 
out more or to express your interest in participating in 
the project.

What do you need to do?

Byron Keating (QUT)
Email: byron.keating@qut.edu.au

David Best (DEA)
Email: david.best@disabilityemployment.org.au

Project Contacts

mailto:byron.keating@qut.edu.au
mailto:david.best@disabilityemployment.org.au
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