NATIONAL YOUTH COMMISSION AUSTRALIA

INQUIRY INTO YOUTH EMPLOYMENT AND TRANSITIONS

A YOUTH EMPLOYMENT SERVICES

GUARANTEE
MAKING YOUTH EMPLOYMENT SERVICES FIT FOR PURPOSE

ABOUT THE NATIONAL YOUTH COMMISSION AUSTRALIA’S
INQUIRY INTO YOUTH EMPLOYMENT AND TRANSITIONS
The National Youth Commission Australia launched the Inquiry into Youth
Employment and Transitions in March 2019 to develop ideas on how young
people could be better prepared and supported in their transition from school to
work, now and in the future.
The Inquiry heard from over 1,200 individuals and organisations at public hearings
and community consultations across all states and the Northern Territory over a
total of 47 days. Of the 1,200 people who Commissioners and workshop leaders
met face to face, more than half were young people of school age or in early
adulthood, both in and out of the workforce. The Commission also convened
focus groups with young people to gather information on their experiences.
The Commission convened the Youth Futures Summit in August 2020, which
brought together over 1000 participants in a week-long virtual event to discuss
some of the biggest issues facing young people in 2020. Participants included
young people, educators, employers, community service workers and policymakers from around Australia. The Inquiry’s interim findings report, What Future?,
and the proposed Youth Futures Guarantee were released during the Summit.
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THE YOUTH FUTURES GUARANTEE

The Youth Futures Guarantee lays out a framework of reforms and initiatives that
will support young people to meet the challenges of the future, but these also
benefit Australian businesses and the wider Australian community. The Guarantee
consists of nine policy pillars reflecting the priority concerns expressed to the
Commissioners at public hearings, in community consultations, in submissions
and during the Youth Futures Summit.
Within each of the nine policy pillars the Commission has identified contributions
from governments, organisations, businesses, and communities that will improve
the lives of young people and assist their transition from adolescence to
adulthood.
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WHY WE NEED REFORM OF
EMPLOYMENT SERVICES
They should take more responsibility
by helping us to find employment.
View of Focus Group Participants, 13 April 2021

The purpose of employment services is to assist job seekers to prepare for and
secure a job and to help employers find the right person for their business. Most
young people need the support of individually tailored employment assistance
to help them to effectively transition into the labour market. If young people do
not receive appropriate career and labour market advice and coaching, they are
at risk of disengaging and experiencing long-term unemployment which in turn
makes it more difficult for them to move into meaningful jobs.
The rate of youth unemployment at 10.8 per cent is more than twice that
of the general rate of unemployment (4.6 per cent).1 The pandemic has
exacerbated the unemployment crisis for young people, ‘young people make
up a disproportionate share of workers in those industries that have been most
affected by COVID-19 shutdowns such as hospitality and retail’.2 More than ever,
all young people need intensive, personalised assistance from an employment
services system that is responsive to their specific needs, delivered by skilled,
specialist staff who understand young people and have a good working
knowledge of local labour markets.
However, the employment assistance provided to young people in Australia falls a
long way short of these ideals. The National Youth Commission Australia received
evidence from young people, youth advocates, employment services providers,
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not-for-profit organisations, and employers on the failure of the privatised
employment services system to understand and meet the needs of young people
in preparing for and gaining employment.
The system has become a ‘one size fits all’ standardised service, delivered by
staff who manage high case-loads and who often do not have the skills to assist
young people with complex needs. Young job seekers are required to participate
in training and activities unrelated to labour market needs and the payment
structure encourages providers to churn job seekers through short term job
placements. Moreover, the punitive compliance requirements placed on job
seekers create tensions for employment consultants in developing the trusting
relationships necessary to provide the personalised support and assistance which
young people need.
The enduring and systemic problems associated with the privatised employment
services model are well documented. This report provides a summary of the key
issues as they emerged during the hearings conducted by the Commission and
presents a number of recommendations which the Commission firmly believes will
enhance the delivery of services to unemployed young people.
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BACKGROUND: THE AUSTRALIAN
EMPLOYMENT SERVICES SYSTEM
Public employment services in Australia are funded by the Commonwealth
Government and contracted out to a network of private organisations in a fully
contestable market arrangement which was established in 1998. Australia was
one of the first OECD countries to fully outsource employment services in what
was heralded as a radical experiment by world standards.3 Over the past 22
years, the Australian system has evolved through several contract phases which
have included various name changes and redesign of some aspects of service
delivery however, the essential framework of the system has not changed. Private
companies are tasked with implementing the government’s labour market
programs and receive payments for various transactions, which in many cases
are retained as substantial profits. Numerous criticisms have been levelled at the
system by job seekers, employers, welfare agencies and policy makers, including
the fact that many employment services agencies are seen as profit maximisers
firmly focussed on their own viability.4

JOBACTIVE
The latest version of the employment service system began in 2015 and is
currently branded as jobactive. Unemployed people register with one of 40
private and not-for-profit organisations delivering contracted employment
services from approximately 1,700 sites throughout Australia. Jobactive providers
are expected to provide a range of supports based on individual needs, to assist
job seekers in developing the skills needed to find and retain employment.
Up until recently all eligible young people, including those with significant
disadvantage in the labour market, received employment services through the
jobactive system. The 2015-16 Budget, introduced a new program, Transition to
Work, targeting support for young people, in recognition that young people need
more specialised assistance in preparing for work.
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As existing jobactive contracts come to an end, a Request for Proposal for a
New Employment Services Model was released in August 2021, with the new
services expected to commence on 1 July 2022. The New Employment Services
Model has arisen to counter some of the criticisms levelled against jobactive.
The architecture of the new system is based on a digital platform and job ready
job seekers will be required to self-manage their job search using online tools.
Those job seekers assessed as needing additional support may be referred to
what are known as Enhanced Services, which will be delivered through a network
of private organisations. These are likely to be the same organisations that deliver
employment services under the current jobactive model, which according to a
2019 Senate Inquiry has failed those it was intended to serve.5

TRANSITION TO WORK
The Transition to Work (TtW) program is seen as a promising development in
delivering supportive employment services for young people. Transition to Work
is targeted towards young people at risk of long-term unemployment and is
intended to provide intensive, pre-employment support to assist young people to
improve their job readiness and to help them into employment.6 An evaluation
of Transition to Work noted that this program ‘has a strong effect on building
participants’ vocational and other human capabilities and led to a stronger lock-in
effect and delayed labour market outcomes’.7
The evaluation also stated that, ‘almost 98% of TtW participants surveyed
either strongly agreed or agreed that their providers treated them with respect,
compared with just over 88% of jobactive respondents’.8
The Commission has noted that the evaluation of the TtW program only relates to
performance against the targets set by the department and these are more about
measuring provider’s relative performance, than the benefits to young people.
There is no doubt that young people require specialised support in preparing
for and finding work; the young people who participated in the Commission’s
Focus Groups unanimously agreed that it is not that easy to navigate the labour
market and find suitable employment without appropriate support. When asked
what they expected from employment services, they listed the following values or
attributes:

RESPECT

Young people want to be treated as individuals, they want to
have the confidence of knowing that the employment consultant
is on their side and will support them in achieving their goals.

RELIABILITY

Young people want a system that won’t let them down, a system
they can trust and one that is easy to navigate.

EMPATHY

Young people need to feel that the person assisting them
understands their issues and genuinely believes in them.

FAIRNESS

Young people want an employment services system that is fair
and not one focussed on punishing them when they don’t meet
stringent requirements.

Those young people that were being supported through Transition to Work
generally agreed that this program provided more personalised and supportive
assistance than jobactive. This view was echoed by service providers who stated:

We know now that Transition to Work is much more
successful than jobactive and one of the reasons is
they don’t have the level of guidelines.
Annette Gill, National Employment Services Association, Melbourne VIC, 7 March 2019

Transition to Work has been proven to be a slightly more effective vehicle in
supporting young people to transition into the labour market, however given
funding levels, the majority of unemployed young people will not be able to
access this service. Transition to Work funding of $481.2 million over four years will
allow for a national case load of 41,000 young people. The current TtW caseload
is approximately 38,900, therefore the increased funding only provides for an
additional 5,100 young people to enter this program.
ABS data for August 2021, confirms that 279,800 young people are currently not
in employment, education or training. The indicative caseload of 41,000 young
people to be supported through the Transition to Work program represents
approximately 15 per cent of these young people, this is a far from adequate
response to support the needs of Australia’s future workforce.
The Commission contends that the funding for critical youth employment services
falls short of what is needed and we are deeply concerned about the plight of the
vast majority of young people who will be left to rely on mainstream employment
services or indeed self-service through the digital service offering that makes up a
significant component of the New Employment Services Model.
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KEY DESIGN PRINCIPLES FOR
YOUTH EMPLOYMENT SERVICES
Eight key themes, related to the delivery of effective employment services for
young people, emerged through the Commission hearings. These eight areas are
considered to be essential design principles in developing employment services
that ensure young people are effectively engaged and receive individualised
support appropriate to their specific needs and the emerging labour market
opportunities.

1. PERSONALISED SUPPORT
I don’t want to be treated as a number in the queue.
Rick, Focus Group Participant, 13 April 2021

The general consensus amongst advocates and policy makers is that personalised
services tailored to meet the needs of each individual is essential in helping
young job seekers to make a successful transition into the workforce. This applies
to young people entering the labour market for the first time as well as those who
are at risk of disconnecting from the labour market and becoming entrenched in
long-term unemployment.
Throughout the public hearings, the Commission frequently heard that rather
than being a personalised service, tailored to meet the needs of individuals,
jobactive is ‘one-size-fits-all’ and in particular does not suit the needs of young
unemployed people:
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The challenges that we've seen for the young people that
come through our service is that it's not as individualised as
it could be.
Alex Chee, Launceston City Mission, Launceston TAS, 5 June 2019

The lack of personally tailored support has led to many young people becoming
further disadvantaged in the labour market, particularly those experiencing
complex personal issues:

Jobactive is currently a one-size-fits-all model, and this
can mean that a lot of individuals, depending on their
circumstances, can actually benefit more from a tailored
support model and unfortunately due to the structure of
our current model, they can often slip through the cracks.
Paul Costigan, Matchworks, Bendigo VIC, 27 June 2019

Young people stated that they want to be treated as an individual and receive
personally tailored support. The reports from young job seekers confirm this is not
the case with jobactive, indeed many of them suggested that they were regarded
by the employment services provider as just another number in the long line of
job seekers.

Personalised support should be delivered in the context of a disciplined case
management framework by trained professionals to ensure that young people are
provided with the services they need in a coordinated and integrated way. Based
on significant Australian and international research, case management is seen
to provide a promising method of support for long-term unemployed people in
identifying and addressing specific barriers to employment. The core practices of
case management include:
• An emphasis on developing trusting relations and developing an
understanding of the individual and their context;
• Comprehensive and accurate assessment;

The Transition to Work program provides young people with the type of
personalised assistance that all young people need and therefore should be
entitled to receive.

RECOMMENDATION 1: All young people
between the ages of 15-24 years who require
it should receive employment support from the
transition to work program.

• Development of individualised case plans;
• Integrated supports and referrals;
• Advocacy and facilitated client empowerment.
It was argued by many of those presenting to the Commission that a specialist
approach was needed when dealing with specific groups of people. Young
people in particular have distinctive needs that require trained specialists who
have an understanding of their context, and an ability to provide accurate and
meaningful labour market and career advice:

Increasing the focus on disadvantaged jobseekers requires
ensuring that these people have easy access to intensive,
ongoing case management to help them firstly become
job ready and overcome personal barriers, and then
find, obtain and keep a job. This in turn means reducing
the pressure of high caseloads, allowing case managers
to invest time in clients, building with them a life plan
for becoming job ready, and staying with them as they
transition into the first stages of employment and beyond.
The Smith Family, Submission, 30 July 2019

2. CASELOAD SIZES
It’s not easy to get help when you need it.
Rory, Focus Group Participant, 13 April 2021

In outsourcing employment services, the commitment was that job seekers
would receive “‘one to one’ counselling arrangements and ongoing,
personalised relationships with the same staff person”.9 Those appearing
before the Commission consistently spoke of high caseloads which prohibit the
development of personalised relationships with job seekers and limit the scope of
individualised counselling and advice:

Jobactive is a massive production machine. They've got
big caseloads. They whip them in, they get allotted 15
minutes of attention. And for a lot of young that are very
confused, that are in an awkward place in their life, they
need a lot more intensive, friendly, personalised support.
And they're all individuals. They've all got a different story.
Ian Palmer, Schools Industry Partnership, Penrith NSW, 11 November 2019
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The high case-load numbers and taxing interview schedules means that
employment consultants are unable to accurately assess a job seeker’s needs or
develop meaningful employment plans:

We've actually heard that consultants are spending around
10 minutes with back-to-back appointments. Really that's
not enough time to even say hello or make an informed
assessment, let alone try and map out a roadmap into
employment and few job seekers get paid work experience
or quality training as a result of the services. So overall our
view is very much that jobactive is failing to provide and
to find people long term jobs, and over 60 per cent of
recipients are on Newstart for more than a year.
Charlotte Newbold, Victorian Council of Social Service, Melbourne VIC, 6 March 2019

In order to provide the level of support that young people need, case-loads
need to be manageable. It is critical that case-loads allow time and opportunity
for the case worker to develop a constructive relationship and understand the
needs and circumstances of each young person. A submission to the Commission
from the Australian Council of Social Service, sums up the requirement to reform
employment services:

Reform employment services to promote and support:
personal agency rather than compliance, reduced
caseloads, investment in the most disadvantaged, and
a local partnership approach rather than competition
among providers; Establish a career counselling service
(with training and related supports such as child care) for
young people entering the paid workforce, parents and
carers returning after a prolonged absence from it, and

10

older workers who need to refresh their skills; Encourage
providers to specialise in assisting target groups including
young people, and to forge strong connections with local
educational institutions and employers.
Australian Council of Social Service, Submission, 25 October 2019.

The Transition to Work program notes that there should be a low participant to
consultant ratio’ however does not specify a specific caseload number.10 In order
to ensure that caseloads are of an optimum size, maximum caseload limits need to
be set as a contractual requirement. In working with disadvantaged young people
caseload limits need to be set at no more than 40 young people per case-manager.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Contracts should
stipulate maximum allowable caseload sizes
(e.g. 40 per case manager).

3. SUSTAINABILITY OF JOB PLACEMENTS
They were paying me minimum wage…. So, it wasn’t a lot
and because it was a hotel, the hours … could be anywhere
between 20 hours a week to none.
Jemille McKenzie, Bendigo VIC, 27 June 2019

Several of those who presented to the Commission commented on the perverse
incentivisation within the jobactive payment structure which encourages providers
to focus on finding short-term placements. It is more difficult and time consuming
to provide ongoing support to assist young people to sustain longer-term

placements. Given that providers receive a payment when the job seeker achieves
a 12-week job placement, the tendency is to churn job seekers through short-term
placements:

So, this actually encourages churn through the system,
where the incentives for the service provider are linked
to placing someone in a position. So, actually there is a
perverse incentive to put people repeatedly into short term
contracts, rather than to reward them for recognising their
training needs, what barriers they might have in terms of
disability, mental health, homelessness, other issues that
might be preventing them getting work, then finding them
secure long-term work.
Emma Dawson, Per Capita, Sunshine VIC, 26 March 2019.

This was also a finding of the 2019 Senate Inquiry which stated that, “the
current funding model incentivises jobactive providers to churn people through
short term work, rather than helping them to secure sustainable longer-term
employment.”11
An investigation into the jobactive system conducted by The Guardian in 2019,
emphasised the fact that most job placements made through jobactive tended
to be short-term. The Guardian stated that ‘less than 20% of the nearly 2 million
jobactive participants had been placed into a job for more than six months’.12
The problems associated with short-term and precarious employment are
well documented. Young people experience a significant burden of insecure
and precarious employment; moving in and out of short-term placements.
Furthermore, the evidence shows that ‘precarious employment is no longer a
stepping stone to permanent employment’.13 There is also significant evidence
to suggest that, ‘experiencing unemployment and/or underemployment during
adolescence and young adulthood has a scarring effect on levels of happiness
and earnings across the life course.14

The fee structure for employment services needs to change to focus on the
sustainability of job placement and incentivise providers to support young people
in placements for up to 12 months in order to avoid the current churn through
short-term jobs that lead to a dead end. The Sustainability Outcome Payment is
available to TtW providers following only 26 weeks of employment, this should be
extended to 52 weeks.
Moreover, a career progression approach needs to be taken with young people to
encourage them to develop and attain their career goals:

It gets people a job, sometimes, it doesn't get them a
vocation, which is actually not sustainable employment
because if you get a young person into a job and a couple
of months down the track, they hate it and the motivation
isn't there, they're going to find a way out or you'll see
issues with performance and they'll be fired or something
like that anyway. So, it's not necessarily something that's
particularly sustainable.
Alex Chee, Launceston City Mission, Launceston TAS, 5 June 2019

A Post Placement Support Diary should be introduced, to be completed by the
employment services provider and young person, detailing specific issues arising
post placement and documenting strategies to address these. Final placement
payments to providers should be dependent on successful completion of post
placement support as documented in the Diary.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Incentivise long-term
placements of 52 weeks and introduce a postplacement support diary to record details of
issues arising and remediation action.
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4. SERVICE ETHOS
They looked at me merely as a paycheck what they could get for their agency.
Danielle King, Adelaide SA, 19 June 2019

The operating ethos for the privatisation of employment services is centred on
a corporate business model, where providers tender for a ‘business share’ in a
fully contestable market. Any profits that accrue through the payment structure
are retained by the organisation. It has been made clear to prospective tenderers
that the tendering process is based on competitive neutrality that should result
in a mix of for-profit and not-for-profit companies receiving contracts to deliver
employment services. No partiality or preference has been given to not-for-profit
organisations, public sector entities or private companies.
Given the projected funding level of $7.3 billion over a five-year period15, it is not
surprising that the Employment Services Request for Tender attracts significant
interest from large and small for-profit companies (some international) as well
as from not-for-profit organisations. Forty-four organisations received jobactive
contracts in 2015, 55 per cent of these organisations were classified as not-forprofit and 45 per cent were for-profit. Of the 14 largest providers, seven are forprofit companies.16 The largest provider of employment services in Australia is an
American-based multi-national for-profit company trading as Max-Employment,
part of Maximus, Inc. which is listed on the New York Stock Exchange. In the year
2015-2016, Max-Employment received jobactive funding of $153 million, Sarina
Russo Job Access, the second largest for-profit jobactive company, received $68.3
million.17 A recent report from Get Up revealed that just over $2 billion, or 60% of
all contracts awarded have gone to American owned jobactive providers in the
period 2015-2022.18
The language and culture of the market-place dominates jobactive and
consequently becomes the primary focus for providers. One of the consequences
of a market approach is the introduction of a business culture which concentrates
attention on the bottom line. The risk of linking employment transactions directly
to commercial viability and profit means that job seekers become commodified
12

and treated as business transactions. The staff within jobactive focus on those
transactions that are likely to generate the highest financial return in order to
achieve specific financial goals.
There is significant research that suggests that the marketisation of human
services generally has resulted in reduced quality of service and a focus on
transactional cost scrutiny. The recent Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality
and Safety which investigated incidents of substandard care noted that, ‘the
‘time-clock’-driven nature of much care delivery to the exclusion of engagement
with older people, and the failure of providers to prioritise care levels above
financial motivations and profits’ resulted in compromised care of the elderly.19
The same can and does occur in jobactive and many of those presenting to the
Commission raised concerns of the role of private companies in delivering public
employment services:

I don’t believe there should be any profit making in this
area – we found that the changes that came in on the 1st
of July last year mean those frontline job services workers
who are working in private businesses are making decisions
whether or not to penalise people for not meeting their
compliance obligations, that can lead to then losing
payments, and the oversight of the department has been
drastically reduced. So, these people are making decisions
about people’s lives and deaths, literally, without the role of
government.
Emma Dawson, Per Capita, Sunshine VIC, 26 March 2019.

Several presenters suggested a return to public sector delivery of services was
necessary to ensure consistency and completeness of service to job seekers and
employers alike. Indeed, the 2019 Senate Inquiry made a similar observation,
arguing that government should revisit the mode of service delivery to some
groups of job seekers, particularly those considered to be disadvantaged and

seriously consider a return to public service provision for these people:
The 2019 Senate Inquiry received substantial evidence about the failings of the
privatised jobactive model, particularly in regard to meeting the needs of the
most disadvantaged in our community. A return to some public service delivery of
employment services could have a number of benefits for job seekers and improve
the professionalisation of the industry. The 2019 Senate Inquiry report suggested
that the Government seriously consider the restoration of some public service
delivery of employment services for certain cohorts of unemployed people.20
It is interesting to note that the Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and
Safety found that ‘government-run residential aged care providers perform better on
average than both not-for-profit and, in particular, for-profit aged care providers’.21
Given that Transition to Work and the New Employment Services Model operate
in a commercial environment where providers are paid on a transactional basis, it
is anticipated that many of the flaws that have made jobactive unfit for purpose,
will resurface unless concentrated efforts are made to change the culture of the
organisations delivering these services. This includes changing the focus from profit
motivation and business growth to one which is client and community centred.
The Commission supports a return to employment services that are accountable to
the unemployed people that they are funded to serve, ideally delivered by a public
sector entity or at the very least organisations that have a culture of service to the
public rather than a focus on returning profits to executives or shareholders.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Develop a public service
ethos and limit profit-taking by providers.
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5. ENGAGEMENT OF YOUNG PEOPLE
Young people should have their own section of
employment services as they are different and sometimes
need more support.
View of Focus Group Participants, 13 April 2021

Jobactive providers are contractually bound to monitor the activities of job seekers
to ensure that they comply with Mutual Obligation requirements. It has been
suggested that the confused and somewhat conflicted double role of helper and
enforcer has created ‘ethical tensions for human services professionals working on
the front line of welfare reform’.22 It was confirmed by a number of those presenting
to the Commission, that this dual role had a detrimental effect on the provider’s
ability to build constructive and trusting relationships with young people:

As jobactive providers, that particular relationship then
becomes a stressful relationship, especially if the job
seekers aren’t conforming to that compliance regime.
And the main impact of it, is if they flow through without
having valid reasons or the evidence to back up why
they're struggling to engage with our program, it could
eventually come at the risk of losing their payment for
some noncompliance. And in particular, we have found
that if you talk to a youth job seeker, they often see us as
bystanders. We're just there to rap them on the knuckles
if they don't turn up or they don't submit their job search.
So if they're seeing us as bystanders rather than active
participants, then we've got a bit of a dilemma there and
that's policy driven. The job search requirements are rigidly
enforced. Effectively if a job seeker misses their job search
requirement date, and that can be submitted online or
14

dropping them off to their employment consultant or
provider to be assessed and looked at being appropriate,
their payments get suspended.
Paul Costigan, Matchworks, Bendigo VIC, 27 June 2019.

Professionals working in the welfare sector raised concerns about the negative
impact the punitive compliance regime has on young people, particularly pushing
them further into poverty:

What it has also done is potentially forced a lot of young
people into extreme levels of poverty, because the mutual
obligation system that wraps around that doesn't take
into account some of these other challenges that we are
talking about in terms of ability to turn up to the number
of interviews they are required to turn up to. To even have
access to the internet, and be able to submit the forms
they need to, are all really presenting major challenges.
And obviously for those young people who can't live with
their families existing on Newstart, and Youth Allowance is
extreme poverty, and is really forcing young people to live in
quite precarious situations as the only way they can survive.
Kym Goodes, Tasmanian Council of Social Service, Hobart TAS, 4 June 2019.

There is a general consensus that the key focus of jobactive providers is ensuring
Mutual Obligation compliance and that assisting the unemployed to build their
personal capacity and find suitable and sustainable employment has becoming
secondary to what is seen as a policing role:

The jobactive system doesn't work. It's become a giant
compliance machine. It focuses mainly on trying to catch
people out so their payments can be cut and it doesn't
actually help people find jobs. Instead, it blames them and
it punishes them for being unemployed.
Charlotte Newbold, Victorian Council of Social Service, Melbourne VIC, 6 March 2019.

Peter Davidson, was a member of The Employment Services Expert Advisory Panel,
who in 2018, were tasked with providing advice to government on the future of the
employment services model. Davidson confirmed that rather than concentrating
their efforts on helping people to find jobs, compliance has become a primary
focus of jobactive providers:

The employment services system is compliance-focused,
rather than help-focused. Compliance for people who are
unemployed, also providers. Unemployed people want a
job, and they want to take greater control over
their search for one. 23
One of the perceived benefits of the Transition to Work program is the way in
which it seeks to positively engage young people and relieves them of onerous
Mutual Obligation requirements:

The threat is if you don’t do well in Transition to Work you
have to go to jobactive. So, that keeps
young people engaged.
Annette Gill, National Employment Services Association, Melbourne VIC, 7 March 2019

Young people also felt that the Transition to Work program offered greater support
and noted that there was less pressure on individuals to conform to a regime of
activities for activities sake.

There’s no pressure put on you; you’re not forced to do
anything. It’s about what I want to do and getting
a good match.
Tracy, Focus Group Participant, 13 April 2021

The current compliance focussed culture emphasises the sanctions that will be
applied if a job seeker misses an appointment or breaches their Mutual Obligations
in some other way. This approach is not unhelpful when working with young people;
they need encouragement and positive reinforcement to enable them to reach their
full potential. Punitive measures are not only discouraging; living with the constant
threat of losing their income support can lead young people to drop out of the
labour market and spiral into ongoing disadvantage:

When young people get cut-off, time and time again, noone supports them and asks the question about what can
they do, how can they access other options.
Zoe Iveson, Perth Inner City Youth Service, Perth WA, 13 August 2019

What is needed is an approach that provides ongoing support and coaching for
young people; an approach that helps them to develop aspirations and career goals.

What we would like to see is that, there needs to be this
kind of coaching available for young people toward a
plan where they can actually envisage a life with personal
aspirations, which includes a meaningful and sustaining
job. That we need to be standing alongside and
supporting these young people in this journey of discovery,
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step by step, and helping them focus on chunking up the
pieces on the plan so that success of achieving can be
experienced time and again, reinforcing for them, that they
can make it happen.
Cynthia Sherer, Give Where You Live Foundation, Geelong VIC, 28 March 2019.

Several presenters to the Commission affirmed the need for employment services
to focus on coaching and mentoring to support young people, rather than
maintaining a punitive compliance approach.

We need to redesign and retrain jobactive and Centrelink
teams - so, we have work life coaches rather than
compliance officers, process centres and control.
Colin Benjamin, Geelong VIC, 28 March 2019.

Young people participating in the Transition to Work program are exempt from
the Targeted Compliance Regime that applies to job seekers who have Mutual
Obligation requirements and yet this program has proven to be more effective in
engaging and supporting young people. The Transition to Work Final Evaluation
Report notes that ‘TtW providers had more success in commencing young people
in services during the first 30 days (93%) than did jobactive providers (83%). Despite
the voluntary nature of TtW, its referral and commencement processes are more
efficient.’ 24 Furthermore, TtW participants reported a greater willingness to work
and were more positive about their job prospect.25 This should be evidence
enough that punitive Mutual Obligation approaches are not an effective way to
motivate young people in their preparation and search for employment.

RECOMMENDATION 5: Reform the concept
of mutual obligation and replace punitive
requirements with a positive reinforcement
approach for all young people.
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6. STAFFING RETENTION AND SKILL DEVELOPMENT
They’ve changed my worker three times.
Tim, Focus Group Participant, 13 April 2021

A significant issue impacting on the effectiveness of jobactive is the high level
of staff turnover. A survey undertaken by the National Employment Services
Association (NESA) showed that staff turnover was at an all-time high in 2016. The
level of staff turnover within jobactive was 42 per cent, which is almost three times
the national average.26
The Commission heard that large caseloads and the pressure to achieve
performance outcomes was adding to the stress levels felt by jobactive staff and is a
contributing factor in the high level of staff turnover.

A recent study revealed that employment consultants
managed very large caseloads, typically in excess of
150 job seekers. This caseload necessitated very short
interviews with young job seekers; allowed insufficient time
for addressing barriers and identifying needs; resulted in
high volumes of administration and data entry’ and meant
that employment consultants experienced high levels of
stress and uncertainty about achieving their
performance outcomes.
Work Industry Futures Research Program Queensland University of Technology,
Submission, 29 November 2019

An acknowledgement of the high staff turnover and the impact this has on lack
of consistent support to job seekers, was made in the recent Senate Inquiry into
jobactive.

Also, the high staff turnover within the JSPs is often
incredibly frustrating. You deal with one person for a few
months only to be informed on one visit that they're moving
on, and you've got to get to know a new consultant. I reckon
that in my almost six years I've dealt with at least half-adozen consultants, if not more, at one agency.27
Young people expect and need consistency in support. Several commented on the
high turnover of staff and how it affected their ability to develop rapport with the
person who is supposed to be assisting them into employment.
A further staffing issue brought to the attention of the Commission related to the
limited skill and experience level amongst jobactive staff. The Commission heard
consistently that the staff employed by jobactive providers lacked the skills needed
to provide holistic support to young people, particularly those young people who
have experienced significant disadvantage:

Today's jobactive providers are not high quality. Often, they
have little training and they have a little time in order to
spend with people.
Charlotte Newbold, Victorian Council of Social Service, Melbourne VIC, 6 March 2019

Generally speaking, jobactive staff lack qualifications and experience in working
with young people:

Currently, staff at jobactives often have minimum
qualifications with no welfare or trauma background which
makes that relationship fraught with difficulties and a lack of
understanding of where the young person is coming from.
Meghan McGregor, Junction Support Services, Wodonga VIC, 15 May 2019
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Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, often who have experienced
trauma and have limited personal support; need assistance from qualified
employment specialists who have considerable expertise in dealing with the wide
range of issues that young people are confronted with:

So, we would really like to see specialist, employment
services for young people that have interacted with the out
of home care and the justice system. That's really about a
holistic approach that includes housing, trauma, individual
flexible education and vocation response. And we think
that if you can have that intensive intervention early, that will
result in better outcomes for that young person and then
also to better outcomes for the community at large.
Daniel Clemens, Jesuit Social Services, Sunshine VIC, 26 March 2019

The 2019 Senate Inquiry also noted that jobactive staff lack the skills and
qualifications to work with young people at risk and that funding should be
allocated to provide employment consultants with training and professional
development.
It is critical that employment consultants receive training and skill development
across the range of health and welfare issues that impact young people, for
example, mental health issues, homelessness, addictions, impact of poverty and
social disadvantage.

RECOMMENDATION 6: Require providers
to enhance the training and skill level of staff
to enable them to work effectively with young
people with complex needs.
Image Credit: AdAstra77, CC BY-SA 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons
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7. CONSULTATION WITH KEY STAKEHOLDERS
Young people are becoming more and more part of
the decision-making processes that affect them. So, it's
important that we feel empowered to step up
and spark change.
Wren Gillete, Victorian Students’ Representative Council, Melbourne VIC, 7 March 2019

The employment services system is complex, and staff are caught up in a rigid
regime of bureaucratic tasks dictated by a highly prescriptive contract. Peter
Shergold who was responsible for the initial implementation of privatised
employment services, made the observation in 2012 that public sector contract
managers have tended to focus on process compliance and imposing an
unnecessary burden of red tape.28
The Senate Inquiry suggested that it is critical that ‘government consult in
a meaningful way with jobactive participants (including participants from
disadvantaged groups) and other unemployed and underemployed Australians, as
well as employment services providers, in designing future employment services.’ 29
As noted by, Peter Shergold:

Policy that is designed by public servants on their own
without user input is destined to fail. 30
There has been a lack of consultation with young people in the design and
development of contracted employment services. This was a finding of both the
2019 Senate Inquiry into jobactive as well as the 2017 ANAO report which looked at
the design and monitoring of jobactive.

that there is a fundamental misunderstanding of young people and an overly
simplistic view that young people should just go and get a job.
Several of them stated that they find the current system to be very complicated and
felt that stronger collaboration with young people would ensure that the system is
built to meet their specific needs:

We want to be involved in creating something we
understand and not be thrown into a system.
Rick, Focus Group Participant, 13 May 2021

The Commission has heard from young people from all over Australia on the
issues that impact them individually and as a group. During these consultations,
the Commission has witnessed the passion and ability of young people to have
constructive dialogue and input into policy and program design.
The ideas and issues raised in this report have emerged from discussion with young
people and their advocates. Co-design recognises that the consumer is the expert
in their own life and therefore best placed to design services that meet their needs,
young people should be involved in the design and development of employment
services, not only at the inception of new approaches but in an ongoing capacity.

RECOMMENDATION 7: Implement co-design
focussing on people-centred service delivery

The young people who participated in Commission’s consultations noted that
they wanted to have input into the development of programs and services that
specifically affect them. They expressed views about what they described as ‘a
disconnect between government policy and what young people need.’ They noted
19

8. RELEVANT LABOUR MARKET INTERVENTIONS
Training is for training’s sake.
Rory, Focus Group Participant, 13 April 2021

The process driven nature of jobactive combined with a ‘one size fits all’ mentality,
means that training opportunities provided to young people tend to focus on a
limited list of standard courses that are often disconnected to prospective jobs
within the local labour market. The Commission heard of many instances where
young people have been compelled to undertake training courses as a means of
meeting Mutual Obligation requirements, rather than giving any consideration to
training that would assist the individual to gain the skills needed by local employers.

Instead, particularly young people, often sit basic courses
in computer literacy or time management. These are not
skills typically that young people are lacking. There’s no
assessment of their need to do those courses. They’re put
into doing that work simply as compliance measure of the
mutual obligation system, and there’s no recognition of their
relevance for the job market. We think this is something that
needs an overhaul. We would recommend also that the
people delivering employment services have standardised
training, so that they have the knowledge to refer
unemployed workers to the right training and education
opportunities to fill the skill gaps and to equip them for the
current and local labour market.
Emma Dawson, Per Capita, Sunshine VIC, 26 March 2019

A similar approach is applied to job search, where young people are forced to
apply for positions simply to comply with Mutual Obligations, often this includes
applying for jobs that they are not qualified to do and therefore they are rejected
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by the employer. Not only does this frustrate employers, it becomes an exercise
in despair and disappointment for young people and serves to further discourage
and demoralise.

So, automatically there's this sort of compliance driven,
rigidly enforced process. And often what they're doing just
to meet those requirements, is not really effective job search.
It's just trying to remain compliant and fly under the radar,
not upset anyone. Fear of losing benefits is a recurring thing.
Paul Costigan, Matchworks, Bendigo VIC, 27 June 2019

In order to ensure that training and skill development opportunities are informed
by current local labour market intelligence, the Commission proposes the
establishment of Local Labour Market Councils, comprising employers, education
and training providers, welfare services, employment services and consumers
(including young people). The role of these committees would be to provide
accurate labour market information and to recommend appropriate interventions to
ensure the effective functioning of the jobs market in local regions.

RECOMMENDATION 8: Establish Local Labour
Market Councils to drive appropriate skill training
and interventions

SUMMARY OF THE SYSTEMIC PROBLEMS
AND RECOMMENDED SOLUTIONS
Since its inception the employment services system has been through several
iterations, each an attempt to address the shortcomings of the previous system.
The system which has been plagued with various scandals of rorting and
unethical behaviour on the part of several providers, has failed to deliver on
the basic principles that underpinned the initial rationale for the privatisation of
employment services. These included customised approach, greater choice for
users, flexibility and a focus on outcomes rather than process. 31

involved concentrating on helping those job seekers most likely to achieve an
employment outcoming and providing minimal assistance to the harder to place
job seekers, thereby increasing financial returns to the provider organisation.

The system has become bogged down in bureaucracy and red tape; there is
limited choice for job seekers and providers have taken on the role of policing job
seekers to ensure their compliance with Mutual Obligation requirements. These
systemic problems sabotage any policy to address youth unemployment and
ensure their place in an effectively functioning labour market.

The evidence gathered through Commission confirms that current employment
services are failing young unemployed people for a number of reasons; chief
amongst them is the market-based system and the commercial focus that has
emerged and become the underpinning culture, even for those organisations that
claim a not-for-profit status.

There is increasing evidence in various fields of human services delivery that confirm
that market-based systems, designed to encourage participation by for-profit
companies, have failed those vulnerable people they are funded to support.33

On paper, the Transition to Work program contains many of the elements that
the Commission believes make a successful employment service for young
people, these include; personalised assistance, low participant to consultant
ratios, positive engagement of young people, removal of Mutual Obligation
requirements and a commitment to ‘giving young people a voice in the
development of the services they receive and government policy’.32
However, as the program expands and more commercially focussed providers
tender to deliver TtW, there are risks that unscrupulous practices may
evolve in order to maximise profit opportunities. In previous iterations of the
commercialised employment services, there have been several incidences of
system rorting including the widespread practice of ‘parking and creaming’. This
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CONCLUSION
Young people in Australia are facing significant challenges in their quest for
employment, this has been exacerbated by the disruptions created through the
COVID-19 pandemic. Professor Jeff Borland’s research confirms the difficulties
confronting young people as they endeavour to manoeuvre the complexities of
the labour market and access diminishing opportunities. Borland contends that
‘what happens to people at the start of their time in the labour market will affect
what happens to them in the rest of their working lives’.34
The difficulties confronting young people are well known and indeed
acknowledged by government; the Request for Tender for Transition to Work
released in August 2021 by the Department of Education, Skills and Employment,
describes the situation facing young people as follows:

Young people aged 15 to 24 years, experience rapid
biological, psychological and physical changes, as well
as changes in social and economic circumstances as they
begin to take on the responsibilities of adulthood. As
a cohort, young people are also particularly vulnerable
to labour market downturns, which can have long-term
effects on their ongoing participation in employment. For
example, the 2008 Global Financial Crisis and the end of
the mining boom ushered in a downturn in the Australian
labour market and had a significant and ongoing impact for
the youth unemployment rate, which rose sharply from 8.7
per cent in March 2008 to 11.9 per cent in May 2009. The
unemployment rate then rose steadily to 13.9 per cent in
September 2014 followed by a gradual decrease in the rate
to 11.6 per cent in March 2020.
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There is a risk that many disadvantaged young people
will be left behind in the recovering economy, with longterm implications for them, their families, the community,
productivity and the broader economy. These negative
effects can be mitigated by supporting disadvantaged
young people to engage in education and/or successfully
transition into employment thereby reducing the likelihood
of prolonged unemployment.35

Given this, we should be making every effort to support ALL young people
in Australia by providing them with personalised and tailored employment
assistance. However as noted, only 15 per cent of young people who need this
assistance service will receive specialist help to prepare for and find employment.
In a developed economy such as Australia, we believe that all young people
deserve and should be afforded support from an employment services system
that will effectively prepare them to meet the challenges of a dynamic labour
market.

TABLE1: EMPLOYMENT SERVICES ISSUES, SYSTEMIC PROBLEMS AND SUGGESTED SOLUTIONS
ISSUE

SYSTEMIC PROBLEMS

RECOMMENDED SYSTEMIC SOLUTIONS

1. Personalised Service

Standardised ‘one size fits all’ approach

All young people should have access to the specialised youth
employment program Transition to Work’

2. Caseload Sizes

High and unmanageable caseloads

Contracts should stipulate maximum caseload sizes
(e.g. 40 young people)

3. Sustainable Placements

Churning through short term placements

Incentivise long-term placements of 52 weeks and introduce a
Post-Placement Support Diary

4. Service Ethos

Profit-motivation

Develop a public service ethos and limit profit taking
by providers

5. Engagement of young people

Punitive compliance-based approach

Reform Mutual Obligation and replace punitive requirements
with a positive reinforcement approach to effectively engage
young people

6. Staff Retention & Skill Development

Limited skill-set and high staff turnover

Require providers to enhance the training and skill level of
staff to enable them to work effectively with young people
with complex needs

7. Consultation with key stakeholders

Employment Services are designed to comply with a
prescriptive process-driven contract

Implement co-design focussing on people-centred service
delivery

8. Labour Market interventions

Training and interventions unrelated to labour market
needs

Establish Local Labour Market Councils to drive appropriate
skill training and relevant interventions
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