
 
 

 

 
Demand-Led Employment Services Roundtable Report 
 
 
 

On 13 December 2012, the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), the Australian 
Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) and the Business Council of Australia (BCA) jointly hosted 
a roundtable on demand-led employment services, attended by 27 participants from a range 
of backgrounds. A participant list is provided as an attachment to this report. 

The joint roundtable was held as part of a shared commitment by the three peak bodies to 
work collaboratively towards providing employment opportunities for Australians who are 
disadvantaged in the labour market; and giving employers access to workers who meet their 
skills needs. It followed the release of a joint statement, Opportunity for All, outlining how the 
three organisations will cooperate to tackle entrenched disadvantage through collaborative 
action. 

The purpose of the roundtable was to start a dialogue about how we can address the needs 
of employers, communities and jobseekers to ensure that Australians who are 
disadvantaged in the labour market have the opportunity to find and keep real, meaningful 
paid employment. Demand-led employment is one of a number of approaches aimed at 
improving employment outcomes, by connecting jobseekers early with employers who can 
offer them a pathway to decent work. 

This report provides an overview of the discussions that took place on the day around the 
essential elements of an employment and training system required for a demand-led 
approach to be successful, and some of the challenges to putting these elements in place.  

The views expressed in this report do not necessarily reflect the consensus view of all 
participants at the roundtable. The ACOSS, ACTU and BCA intend to undertake further work 
to fully understand the nature of the policy and programmatic challenges identified at the 
roundtable. Any policy or programmatic reform proposals that are agreed by the three 
organisations will be put forward in subsequent documents.  

ACOSS, the BCA and the ACTU would like to acknowledge the assistance of Toni Wren in 
providing some of the material for this report. 

21 December 2012 
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What are demand-led approaches? 
The roundtable discussed a variety of approaches that could be characterised as  
demand-led. 

All of these approaches have in common a deep employer and community engagement, 
combined with a commitment to high performance to improve employment, retention and 
progression outcomes for disadvantaged jobseekers and to meet employer needs. 
Employers can achieve real productivity gains and improved retention rates if they are able 
to train and recruit from amongst those currently excluded from the labour market. Demand-
led programs are about being responsive, flexible and collaborative, not only in the 
placement of jobseekers but also in building relationships with employers, finding and 
supporting the appropriate training, and assisting those in need to navigate the system, 
overcome barriers and obtain employment.  

A demand-led program starts with the identification of a workforce need in a particular 
business or industry sector and works with disadvantaged jobseekers to meet these needs. 
The roundtable discussed the role of demand-led approaches to support disadvantaged 
jobseekers within the broader employment services system. There was general agreement 
that demand-led approaches are not a panacea for unemployment and will not work in all 
cases. They do not diminish the importance of effective strategies to prepare disadvantaged 
jobseekers for employment (the supply side). In fact, a key principle of the demand-led 
approach is to ensure job preparation and training is delivered in a way that disadvantaged 
jobseekers can engage and succeed in. The promise of a real job presented by a local 
employer is a powerful commitment and involving employers in each stage of the job 
preparation and training phase underlines this.  

A focus on labour market disadvantage 
The roundtable identified a need to target demand-led approaches towards labour market 
disadvantage. 

Demand-led approaches are ultimately designed to reduce the risk that a disadvantaged 
jobseeker will fall into prolonged unemployment, or experience long periods of frequent 
unemployment. The roundtable noted that not all disadvantaged jobseekers are on 
unemployment benefits. For example, early school leavers, casual workers who frequently 
move in and out of the labour market over an extended period of time; older workers who 
have been made redundant after years of service to one company; and women returning to 
work after caring responsibilities, may all require assistance in improving their employability. 

The challenges of navigating a complex system 
The roundtable acknowledged the importance of a case manager or mentor to act as a 
champion to assist the disadvantaged jobseeker through the sometimes-lengthy transition to 
employment and through a complex system of training and employment services.  
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The roundtable noted several challenges associated with the current complex job services 
system, including: 

• the accuracy of assessments needed to place people within the complex set of ‘streams’ 
within the Job Services Australia (JSA) system 

• in some cases, onerous and unnecessary requirements that are placed on jobseekers – 
for example on those moving from school or work to full-time study 

• a system that can be overly complex and punitive towards those who make mistakes 
• that the current system is not sufficiently tailored to the needs of the jobseeker or the 

workforce requirements of potential employers. 

Moreover, the current system can only help those who are already unemployed and on 
income support. In addition, many jobseekers are looking for a career path, not just a job, 
and where possible they should be supported so that they can aspire to progress to a higher 
level once in employment. 

Workplace culture is a critical success factor 
Workplace culture is critical to the success of demand-led programs. Employers at the 
roundtable involved in demand-led employment programs have found it helpful to review 
their recruitment practices, diversity policy, and job structure so as to not unnecessarily 
exclude disadvantaged jobseekers from obtaining and retaining a job.  

Employers have the potential to meet their workforce requirements , achieve productivity 
gains and improve retention if they broaden their recruitment strategies to train and recruit 
from amongst those currently excluded from the labour market. Employers are also aware of 
the importance of being sensitive to the cultural and other needs of their workforce, and the 
importance of providing mentoring and networking opportunities to jobseekers and new 
employees to help them to understand corporate culture. Business leaders present at the 
roundtable discussed their efforts to encourage members of staff to get involved as 
‘champions’ of demand-led programs and to act as mentors to jobseekers. Peer-group 
mentoring should also be encouraged. Organisations sometimes exhibit an unconscious 
bias against disadvantaged jobseekers, and therefore employers should work hard to 
change the company’s organisational mindset.  

Employment services and other intermediaries could assist large and small employers to 
improve their workplace culture through an education process or structured programs. This 
may comprise regular workshops with managers and participants. Small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs), in particular, often lack the resources to run demand-led programs, and 
may require additional assistance, especially with regard to HR/IR advice.  

Job service providers and unions have noted the problem with high staff turnover and job 
insecurity in this sector, and some participants at the roundtable suggested improving 
opportunities for workers to increase their skill levels through access to professional 
development opportunities, and paying staff decent wages. Where possible, staff may be 
encouraged to work more intensively with the most disadvantaged jobseekers, which would 
necessitate a reduction in the caseload of job service provider staff.  
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The importance of collaboration 
The roundtable heard that demand-led approaches work best when employers and 
employment service providers are able to work in partnership, often over long periods of 
time.  

The complexity of the current system, and the payment incentives under the current JSA 
providers are seen as a barrier to developing this type of partnership. 

In the experience of participants, demand-led employment programs work best if job 
services collaborate with each other to share information on best practice, moving beyond a 
‘commercial in confidence’ culture. Interested employers often find it difficult to identify 
opportunities or engage with providers because there are multiple providers competing with 
each other in the same geographical area. At the same time, the roundtable acknowledged 
that having a range of smaller providers can contribute to the strength and diversity of the 
employment services sector. Employers and providers both agreed that it is important to be 
proactive in building partnerships with each other to assist with workforce planning, 
recruitment, and induction. Job services acknowledged the need to spend more time in 
networking with local employers, training and support services, and other employment 
services. 

A suggestion was also made that the government should consider providing incentives for 
providers who collaborate with each other, and should actively support more local 
networking. For example, the government could consider extending funding for local 
employment coordinators and support local ‘panels’ that bring together multiple employers, 
unions, employment and training and support providers.  

Improving job readiness among people with labour market disadvantage 
Demand-led approaches work best when vocational training is seamlessly integrated with 
the employment and training provided by employment service providers and the participating 
employers.  

Often, the best way to improve ‘job readiness’ is to place people into a paid job as soon as 
possible, taking care to ensure that the ‘match’ is the right one. The possibility of continuing 
employment is an important motivator and many skills are best developed on the job. 
However, at the same time, it may set people up for failure if they don’t have the necessary 
employability skills that employers expect. This can include basic training in punctuality, 
literacy and numeracy, dress codes, social skills, resilience and confidence.  

For demand-led approaches there needs to be a better alignment of vocational training with 
both the needs of disadvantaged jobseekers and the needs of employers, including higher 
rewards for completion of training by unemployed people and rewards for employment 
outcomes. This means improving the alignment between Commonwealth employment 
programs and state VET programs. Many disadvantaged jobseekers have not been 
successful in institutionalised training, and work better through practical, hands-on 
experience. Wherever possible, classroom learning should be blended with direct workplace 
experience and on-the-job training. 
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Job service providers on the day spoke about the importance of their staff being given 
access to appropriate training in a wide range of skills to help them to sensitively deal with 
jobseekers needs and circumstances, such as homelessness.  

Program evaluation 
Roundtable participants debated the evidence regarding the costs and benefits of the 
current employment services system. There was a suggestion to conduct an evidence-based 
review of what works and what doesn’t in the employment services system, informed by 
community, business and union input and the views of unemployed people themselves. One 
theme that emerged was the importance of data mapping, especially with regards to 
employment outcomes after training completion, and more data should be available on how 
many jobseekers fail to complete training. Further research may be required into the extent 
of demand led practice within the system and the incentives and barriers to this in the 
current funding model. 

Reforming incentives and fee structures for employment service providers 
Participants discussed how to structure incentives and payments for employment service 
providers in a way that recognises the often long-term investment required to transition a 
disadvantaged jobseeker into employment. 

Employment services are not just a cost to society; they are also a valuable investment. 
When a jobseeker moves into employment, government expenditures are reduced as they 
move off income support. Provided the impact of employment services can be accurately 
measured, this investment could be recognised by offsetting savings in income support 
against investment in employment assistance.  

The roundtable discussed how incentives to work intensively with employers as well as 
disadvantaged jobseekers could be improved by rewarding longer-term employment 
outcomes and partnerships. Incentives should ideally be geared towards finding a 
sustainable match between employer and jobseeker, rather than placing the jobseeker in the 
first job available, which may not be suitable for their skills and aptitudes. Some participants 
were concerned that this short-term approach may lead to job churn.  

There was some agreement among participants that the current funding model for 
employment service providers may need to be reviewed. The government could consider 
moving towards fee structures and contracting arrangements that emphasise investments 
and outcomes, rather than payments contingent on transactions, such as the number of 
meetings with jobseekers. A gap identified in the present Job Services Australia system is 
the limited resources available to providers to invest in employment preparation and 
assistance for people who have been unemployed for over a year, who have entered the 
‘work experience phase’. Increased investment in long term unemployed and disadvantaged 
jobseekers would facilitate lower caseloads, and provide the necessary investment in 
training and work experience that the most disadvantaged jobseekers desperately need. 
Government may also consider reviewing the funding model to better align it with demand-
led objectives and promote new and innovative ways to get better outcomes. Provider 
resources would be better spent if the funding forms and templates were more streamlined. 
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Attachment: List of roundtable participants 
 
Ms Ged Kearney President 

Australian Council of Trade Unions 

Ms Jennifer Westacott Chief Executive 
Business Council of Australia 

Ms Cassandra Goldie Chief Executive Officer 
Australian Council of Social Service 

Ms Toni Wren Employment and Social Policy Consultant 

Ms Sandra Parker Deputy Secretary of Employment 
Department of Education, Employment and 
Workplace Relations 

Mr Michael Awan Former SEED participant, now employed as 
a Youth Services Trainee by Maribrynong 
Council 

Ms Kerry Edsall Human Services Section Secretary 
Community and Public Sector Union 

Ms Estelle Olstein Diversity Manager 
Corporate Human Resources 
Woolworths Limited 

Ms Fiona Vines Senior Manager Inclusion Program 
ANZ 

Mr Kim O’Conner Manager Engineering Operations 
Yarra City Council 

Mr Adrian Appo Chief Executive Officer 
Ganbina (an Indigenous organisation based 
in Shepparton, Victoria) 

Mr Phil Tuckerman Chief Executive Officer 
Jobsupport (a disability employment service 
focusing on people with intellectual disability 
based in Sydney, New South Wales) 

Mr Stephen Nugent Deputy Chief Executive Officer 
OCTEC (an employment service and 
training provider based in Orange, 
New South Wales) 



8 
 

Ms Margaret Kidd Group Manager, Labour Market Strategy 
Department of Education, Employment 
and Workplace Relations 

Mr Terry Kennedy Local Employment Coordinator 
North and Western Melbourne Priority 
Employment Area 
Department of Education, Employment 
and Workplace Relations  

Ms Jennifer Gibb Director 
Australian Workforce and Productivity 
Agency 

Ms Wil Stracke  Lead Organiser, Victoria and Tasmania 
Australian Services Union 

Ms Lisa Newman Deputy National President 
Community and Public Sector Union 

Mr Elija Perrier National Corporate Researcher 
Australian Workers Union 

Mr David Thompson AM Chief Executive Officer 
Jobs Australia Limited 

Ms Annette Gill Policy Manager 
National Employment Services Association 

Mr Michael Horn Policy Manager 
Brotherhood of St Laurence 

Mr Anthony Steel National Manager 
Employment Participation Policy 
and Business Development 
Mission Australia 

Mr Kevin Robbie Executive Director, Employment 
Social Ventures Australia 

Mr Peter Davidson Senior Policy Officer 
Australian Council of Social Service 

Mr Matt Garbutt Principal Adviser 
Business Council of Australia 

Ms Cassandra Devine Research Assistant 
Australian Council of Trade Unions 
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