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The Participation Review Taskforce was 
established by the Minister for Employment 
Participation, the Hon Brendan O’Connor MP, in 
June 2008 to examine the current participation 
rules for parents and mature-age job seekers 
receiving income support payments. The 
Taskforce was asked to report to the Minister by 
the end of August 2008.

The participation review was a response to 
feedback from parents, older workers and those 
representing them that some participation 
requirements are unduly onerous and add no 
value to their efforts to find their way to 
sustainable employment.

The Taskforce conducted consultation sessions 
with key stakeholders and met with Centrelink 
staff administering the current rules. The 
Taskforce also considered issues raised by 
parents and mature-age job seekers in 
correspondence to the Minister and  
through submissions to the Employment 
Services Review.  

Through this process, it became apparent that 
the existing participation rules are complex. 
Existing protections, such as participation 
exemptions, are often not well understood and 
require adjustment.  

Message from the Taskforce Chair

The Taskforce recommends a number of 
changes in response to these findings. In 
developing these recommendations, the 
Taskforce has formed the view that it is  
desirable to: 

move from the current ‘work-first’ approach  �

to one that recognises the broader range of 
activities that help people move along a 
pathway to sustainable work 
replace ‘one size fits all’ participation  �

requirements with more tailored 
arrangements that support capacity to 
participate based on individual 
circumstances, including different ‘caring 
loads’, skills, experience and ‘distance’ (that is, 
detachment) from the labour market
reduce complexity where possible, and  �

improve transparency and consistency of 
application of participation requirements
change from a compliance-focused regime  �

of contact with Centrelink to one of 
interactions that help people access relevant 
services and that takes a risk-based approach 
to ensuring people meet their requirements.

The Taskforce was supported in its work by staff 
of DEEWR. I thank them for their work. 

I am pleased to present the final report of the 
Participation Review Taskforce. 

Ms Patricia Faulkner AO
Chair
Participation Review Taskforce 

31 August 2008
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The Participation Review Taskforce was 
established by the Minister for Employment 
Participation, the Hon Brendan O’Connor MP. It 
was tasked with examining the current rules for 
parents and mature-age job seekers to identify 
how to increase flexibility in the system and 
allow for greater workforce participation overall. 
Specifically the Taskforce considered how best 
to achieve sustainable employment outcomes 
for these groups by examining: 

1.  the flexibility of participation requirements

2.  alternative pathways to employment

3.  opportunities for skills development  
and training.

 A list of Taskforce members and the  
Terms of Reference are at Attachments A 
and B respectively. 

In conducting the review, the Taskforce 
considered a range of representations the 
Minister received from parents and mature-age 
job seekers receiving income support.  
The Taskforce held three focused discussions 
with key stakeholders in Sydney, Melbourne  
and Adelaide to hear the concerns of the 
affected groups first hand. It met with Centrelink 
staff to assess service delivery issues arising  
from the current rules. The Taskforce also 
considered written submissions to the 
employment services review and key research 
papers on participation requirements, welfare 
issues and workforce participation.

Through this process, a view was raised 
consistently that current participation and 
reporting requirements often add little  

value to gaining sustainable employment  
or are an unduly onerous way to achieve this 
outcome. It also became apparent that current 
protections that seek to recognise the individual 
circumstances of job seekers are not well 
promoted and often misunderstood.

The Taskforce was advised that some parents 
have moved into paid work and benefited  
from this. Positive outcomes both for 
themselves and their families have included 
improved financial circumstances and greater 
self-confidence and self-reliance. The  
Taskforce was further advised that both  
parents and mature-age people have high 
levels of compliance with their participation 
requirements and are generally doing their best 
to find sustainable employment. 

The feedback also indicated that there are other 
parents and mature age job seekers  
who struggle to meet their participation 
requirements. For these groups, immediate 
employment opportunities may not be 
available to be taken up for a variety of reasons. 
For parents it may be due to the intensity of 
their ‘caring load’, such as caring for a child with 
a disability or chronic medical condition. 

Individual characteristics of parents and  
mature-age job seekers are also relevant.  
These can include poor health, low skills levels, 
low self-confidence and self-esteem and  
a lack of previous or recent relevant workforce 
experience. For mature-age job seekers in 
particular, employer attitudes play a critical role. 

Executive Summary
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A range of issues of specific concern to parents 
were considered as part of the Taskforce’s 
deliberations. These include the difficulty 
parents have in meeting their participation 
requirements during school holidays and the 
inflexibility of current requirements to report  
to Centrelink. The criteria for participation 
exemptions for parents and the poor awareness 
of existing protections were examined.  
Rules relating to child care, self-employment, 
voluntary work and study, together with the 
current inability for parents to meet part-time 
requirements through a combination of 
activities, were also considered. The Taskforce 
has made recommendations in relation to  
each of these issues. 

For mature-age workers, Taskforce deliberations 
focused on the desirability of setting lower 
participation expectations for people aged  
55 and over than those applying to other 
unemployed people. Two approaches were 
considered: maintaining current arrangements 
that allow mature-age job seekers to meet 
requirements through participation in voluntary 
work; and aligning participation requirements 
for this group with other job seekers.  
On balance, the Taskforce’s recommendation 
reflects an aspiration to move away from 
‘age-based’ rules to arrangements that tailor 
requirements to mature-age job seekers based 
on their skills, experience and ‘distance’ or 
detachment from the labour market.  
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Terms of Reference 1: The flexibility 
of participation requirements

The Taskforce recommends that a 1. 
comprehensive communications strategy be 
conducted so that parents, mature age job 
seekers, Centrelink and employers are better 
informed about participation requirements. 
This strategy should include information on 
existing participation exemptions, rules 
relating to child care and alternative 
pathways for parents and mature-age job 
seekers to move into employment. 

To provide greater flexibility and support 2. 
better long-term outcomes, the Taskforce 
recommends that parents be allowed to 
undertake a combination of different 
activities to fully meet their part-time 
participation requirements. Paid work and 
study or training will generally provide the 
most appropriate combination.

The Taskforce recommends that participation 3. 
rules and employment service arrangements 
should be developed where necessary to 
recognise that there are parents who have 
higher ‘care loads’ that affect their ability  
to participate.  

The Taskforce recommends that employment 4. 
assistance programs (including the New 
Enterprise Incentive Scheme) and training 
courses provided by employment service 
providers be made available on a part-time 
basis to match parents’ participation 
requirements. 

Exemptions
School Holidays

The Taskforce recommends that parents 5. 
should not be required to meet their  
part-time participation requirements during 
the fortnight that includes the Christmas and 
New Year public holidays. 

The Taskforce recommends that parents with 6. 
regular paid work during school-term time 
should not need to meet part-time 
participation requirements over the long 
school holidays if they reasonably expect to 
resume their usual hours of work at the 
beginning of the next school year.

Large Families
The Taskforce recommends that the criteria 7. 
for the ‘large family’ exemption be extended 
to include all children including those aged 
16 and over enrolled in school. This would 
mean that parents with four or more children 
would be exempt from part-time 
participation requirements where four or 
more children are enrolled in school. 

Distance Education/Home Schooling
The Taskforce recommends that the criteria 8. 
for the ‘home schooling’ and ‘distance 
education’ exemptions be extended to 
include children aged 16 and over enrolled in 
school. This would mean that parents who 
home-school or supervise the distance 
education of their children would be exempt 
from participation requirements until their 
youngest child completes school.

Foster Care
The Taskforce recommends that registered 9. 
and active foster carers should have access to 
participation exemptions for an increased 
period between foster care placements. 

Recommendations
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Kinship Care
The Taskforce recommends that family 10. 
members providing kinship care should have 
access to an automatic 12 month exemption 
if the care arrangement is recognised by 
state/territory authorities through an order or 
case plan. 

Domestic Violence
The Taskforce recommends that the current 11. 
16 week case-by-case exemption for parents 
experiencing domestic violence be replaced 
with a new automatic 12 month exemption. 
The new exemption should be available to 
parents accessing services such as domestic 
violence or family relationships counselling  
or crisis accommodation (for example, 
through the Supported Accommodation 
Assistance program). The existing 13 week 
‘special circumstances’ case-by-case 
exemption would remain available in 
other circumstances.

Caring for a child with a disability or 
medical condition 

The Taskforce recommends that the 12. 
exemption for parents caring for a child with 
a disability or medical condition be reviewed 
to better recognise their ‘caring load’. This 
review should examine the criteria for the 
exemption and the process for applying for it 
so that parents are not required to regularly 
reapply for exemptions when their 
circumstances have not changed.

Self-Employment
The Taskforce recommends that 13. 
arrangements for parents running or setting 
up small businesses should be consistent 
with those applying to other job seekers. 
Parents should also be able to access support 
through the New Enterprise Incentive 
Scheme Panel to operate under the new 
employment services model on a  

part-time basis, consistent with their 
participation requirements. 

Child care and participation 
requirements

The Taskforce recommends that current child 14. 
care rules be amended to provide that, 
where the Outside School Hours Care is not 
located on school premises (or the child is 
not escorted to the child care premises by an 
approved child carer or teacher), the child 
care is not considered appropriate for the 
purposes of a parent accepting or continuing 
in a job. 

Reporting Requirements
The Taskforce recommends that current 15. 
arrangements that require parents (and other 
job seekers) to report participation efforts 
and earnings to Centrelink fortnightly 
through the SU19 form continue.

The Taskforce further recommends that a 16. 
‘risk-based’ approach to the method by 
which parents report to Centrelink be 
adopted. To familiarise parents with their 
requirements, address any need for 
additional support and minimise the risk of 
overpayments, a face-to-face contact with 
Centrelink should be the primary method of 
reporting for the first 12 weeks of 
participation requirements. Subsequently, 
less frequent face-to-face contact should be 
introduced for parents unless they have 
demonstrated a risk of not meeting 
participation requirements or incorrectly 
reporting income.

To support the above, the Taskforce  17. 
also recommends that the availability of 
convenient and efficient reporting  
methods (such as Integrated Voice 
Recognition telephone and web-based 
reporting) be extended.
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Terms of Reference 2: Alternative 
pathways to employment
Voluntary work for parents 

The Taskforce recommends that employment 18. 
service providers should have the discretion 
to include voluntary work as an approved 
activity for parents with part-time 
requirements. This discretion should be 
exercised in cases where the parent has 
limited opportunities for locally available 
work and/or training, or where there is a 
significant vocational aspect to the voluntary 
work. The same principle should apply for 
parents seeking to combine voluntary work 
with other activities (recommendation  
2 also refers).  

Voluntary work for mature-age job seekers
The Taskforce recommends that, in the 19. 
medium term, mature-age job seekers 
should have the same participation 
requirements as other job seekers in 
principle unless they have no, or very limited, 
chance of success in the labour market.  This 
change should be preceded by actions to 
combat negative attitudes towards 
employing older workers.

Terms of Reference 3: Opportunities 
for skills development and training
Access to education and training for parents 

The Taskforce recommends that parents 20. 
should be able to fully meet part-time 
participation requirements through 15 hours 
a week of study that helps them move along 
a pathway to employment. Study or training 
of less than 15 hours a week in contact and 
non-contact hours can be combined with 
other activities (recommendation 2 refers).  
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The work of the Participation Taskforce to 
examine the rules for parents and mature-age 
job seekers is intended to inform the new 
employment services system. The Government 
has announced it will invest $3.9 billion in this 
system over three years from 1 July 2009. The 
new employment services model has been 
designed to provide more flexible assistance to 
job seekers, more investment in those who are 
disadvantaged and a greater emphasis on areas 
of skills shortage. Each job seeker will have an 
employment pathway plan, which may include 
a combination of support services, training, 
work experience and job search activities 
(Attachment C). 

The Taskforce also undertook its considerations 
in the context of the relatively low workforce 
participation rates for mothers of school-age 
children compared to other OECD countries, 
particularly for single mothers. Australia has the 
lowest rate of employment for single mothers 
with dependant children across the OECD (see 
Attachment D). Similarly, Australia’s labour force 
participation rate for 55–64 year olds is lower 
than OECD countries such as the United 
Kingdom, the United States and New Zealand 
(see Attachment E). 

Given the skills and labour shortages 
experienced by Australian employers there is a 
need to assist parents and mature-age job 
seekers to find a pathway to employment 
through support. There are measures that can 
be taken on both the supply and demand side 
to bring people into the workforce. Employers 
can play an important role in facilitating flexible 
work arrangements that enable participation by 
parents and carers. The Terms of Reference of 
this report focus on the supply side of labour.

Current Arrangements 
Parents
Prior to the introduction of Welfare to Work in 
2006, low income parents were eligible for 
Parenting Payment (both partnered and single) 

until their youngest child turned 16. Very few 
participation obligations were placed on 
parents until this time1. After their youngest 
child’s 16th birthday, parents moved onto 
unemployment benefits and were required to 
job search for full-time work. Understandably, 
this could be a difficult transition for parents 
who had spent a significant number of years on 
Parenting Payment. It was also difficult for 
parents with little or no recent workforce 
experience, skills or qualifications.

Under the Welfare to Work changes,  
part-time participation requirements  
were introduced for parents once their 
youngest child reaches school age. Parents can 
meet part-time participation requirements by: 

undertaking paid part-time work of at least  �

15 hours a week (or 30 hours spread over a 
fortnight); or
looking for paid part-time work of between  �

15 and 25 hours a week with the help of an 
employment service provider, and 
undertaking an annual mutual obligation 
activity on a part-time basis. Job seeking 
usually involves looking for six jobs a 
fortnight, although this can vary.

The current rules for parents are underpinned by 
a firm ‘work-first’ policy approach. This is based 
on the view that once their youngest child is at 
school, parents are available to undertake 
‘suitable’ part-time work. 

1 Australians Working Together (2003) introduced 
participation requirements for parents when their 
youngest child turned 13. Parents undertook one or 
more activities (such as job search, education, 
training or community work) to develop and 
enhance their work skills and prepare them for a 
return to work. The activities were required to be 
undertaken up to 150 hours in each six-month  
period (or approximately six hours on average per 
week). Prior to the youngest child’s 13th birthday, 
parents were required to have an annual interview 
with Centrelink to discuss their circumstances and 
 if not already working, prepare them for entry to 
the workforce. 

Introduction
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This means they must accept the offer of a 
‘suitable’ job of between 15 and 25 hours per 
week. In certain circumstances, parents can also 
meet part-time participation requirements 
through full-time study (see Attachment F).

A suitable job for a parent includes part-time 
work that the person is capable of doing, taking 
into account their caring responsibilities and 
access to appropriate child care, if required. It 
must take into account other circumstances, 
including (but not limited to) whether the:

location of either the workplace or the child  �

care venue makes the total travel time to 
work unreasonable
cost of travel to and from work is  �

unreasonable;
parent will be financially better off as a result  �

of undertaking the work; and/or
work is unsuitable on the basis of moral,  �

cultural, or religious grounds. 
Suitable work must comply with occupational 
health and safety standards and must also pay 
wages that meet legal requirements. In the 
federal workplace relations system, all 
employees are required to be paid at least the 
Federal Minimum Wage2. In addition, if the job 
is covered by an Australian Pay and Classification 
Scale (Pay Scale), the employee is entitled to at 
least their relevant rate of pay contained within 
that pay scale. 

Exemptions from participation requirements 
exist for a number of specific reasons that 
recognise that not all parents are available for 
part-time work once their youngest child goes 
to school. These exemptions for parents are 
available on either an automatic or case-by-case 
basis. They are in addition to generic 
exemptions that are available to all job seekers 
with participation requirements. 

2 The only exceptions are junior employees,  
employees to whom a training arrangement  
applies and employees with a disability receiving  
a productivity-based wage.

Parents with part-time participation 
requirements must report their activities and 
any income to Centrelink on a fortnightly basis 
through the ‘Application for Payment’ (or SU19) 
form. This is generally done face-to-face by 
attending a Centrelink office to lodge the form, 
although this can be varied according to 
individual circumstances. Parenting Payment 
recipients who meet their requirements 
through 30 hours or more of paid work a 
fortnight or full-time study do not have to 
report face-to-face. They can use Centrelink’s 
Integrated Voice Recognition or web-based 
reporting facilities or means such as fax, post or 
having a third party lodge their forms for them. 
Parents are generally not required to submit a 
form for the period of any applicable exemption. 

Mature-age Job Seekers

Welfare to Work also changed the participation 
rules for job seekers aged 50–54 years. 
Previously, people in this group were able to 
meet their activity test requirements by 
undertaking voluntary work. Now job seekers in 
this age range are treated consistently with 
other job seekers and must look for full-time 
work with the assistance of an employment 
service provider. 

Mature age job seekers aged 55 and over  
are still able to meet their participation 
requirements by undertaking 30 or more hours 
of approved voluntary activities, paid work, or a 
combination of voluntary and paid work in a 
fortnight. They must also accept referrals to job 
interviews and take up suitable paid work, 
including full-time work. Job seekers aged 
55 years and over who do not participate in  
30 hours of paid and/or voluntary work each 
fortnight have the same full-time job search 
requirements as other job seekers (see 
Attachment G).

Job seekers aged 55 years or over who chose  
to undertake 30 or more hours of approved 
voluntary work each fortnight have no 
requirement to look for paid work or  
participate in employment services. 
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A. Requirements during school 
holidays for parents
The requirements placed on parents during 
school holidays depend largely on their 
approved activities which are outlined in their 
Activity Agreement with Centrelink. The current 
rule requires that parents with participation 
requirements continue their approved activities 
over the school holidays. 

 This means that if job search is their approved 
activity, they will generally continue to have job 
search obligations over this time. Parents who 
are looking for work do not have to attend Job 
Network or other employment services outside 
of school hours. They need to look for work and 
report their job search efforts to Centrelink. 

Parents enrolled in full-time study are expected 
to undertake other activities such as job search 
or part-time work during semester breaks of 
three weeks or more.

Parents who are employed during term-times 
but reduce their hours of work over school 
holidays can be required to undertake job 
search to meet their participation requirements 
over this period. 

Parents are not required to accept (or continue 
in) a job during the school holidays, or at any 
other time, if they cannot find suitable child 
care. Similarly, if the cost of child care and other 
employment-related expenses such as travel 
would result in a very low or negative financial 
gain from working, parents do not have to 
accept or continue in a job.

Discussion
School holidays can be a difficult time for both 
working and job-seeking parents trying to 
balance their commitments. There are generally 
around 12 weeks of school holidays per year in 
Australia (with variability across states and 
territories and between the public and 

independent school systems). Working parents 
outside the income support system can  
usually access only four weeks a year of paid 
holiday leave. 

Parents on income support frequently raise 
concerns that school holidays are a time of 
particular difficulty in meeting their 
participation requirements. This issue was also 
highlighted in the focused discussions 
conducted by the Taskforce and in submissions 
to the employment services review and 
ministerial correspondence. Parents report that 
spending time with their children during school 
holidays is important ‘family time’ that is hard to 
achieve at other times of the year. 

For others, the central problem is a lack of 
access to appropriate holiday or vacation care. 
This is especially the case for parents of older 
children and teenagers, and for parents of 
children with special needs. Suitable child care 
needs to be available before a parent is required 
to accept a job over any school holiday period 
under existing arrangements.

Parents experiencing a temporary decrease in 
their regular work or pay during the holidays 
report that it is impractical to look for paid work 
during the short period over school holidays. 
This causes a difficulty for parents, particularly 
where they know they have a job to go back to 
when school resumes in the new year. Parents 
who work in jobs that are limited to school-term 
times are the most commonly affected by this 
rule (for example, casual teachers and tutors, 
cleaners, school canteen managers and child 
care workers in outside school hours care).

On the other hand, the Taskforce noted that the 
holiday period often provides an excellent 
opportunity for parents to find paid work, 
particularly in the retail and hospitality sectors.

Parents working in jobs with variable hours 
report that they often work significantly more 

Terms of Reference 1: The flexibility of  participation requirements
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than 30 hours per fortnight at certain times of 
the year and less at other times. The Taskforce 
considered a possible option where parents 
could ‘average’ their working hours over a 
longer period (for example, six months) to help 
them cover periods where they work less hours. 
The complex administrative, systems and 
payment implications of an averaging 
arrangement resulted in the Taskforce forming 
the view that such an option was impractical.

The Taskforce was advised that under informal 
arrangements, and as a matter of existing 
practice, parents are not required to meet their 
usual participation requirements during the 
fortnight in which the Christmas and New Year  
public holidays fall. Parents whose usual activity 
is job search must accept a suitable job should 
one become available over this period. 

Therefore, the Taskforce formed the view that as 
a minimum, the period in which it is reasonable 
for parents to have a break from participation 
requirements is the fortnight in which the 
Christmas and New Year public holidays fall. 

The Taskforce considers that it may be 
appropriate to treat parents differently 
depending on whether or not they generally 
meet their participation requirements during 
school-term times. The Taskforce views that 
it is appropriate for the parents without paid 
work to continue looking for work during  
the school holidays, to take advantage of  
the employment opportunities at this time  
of year. 

The Taskforce considered that people who 
generally work during school-term times should 
not have to meet their requirements over the 
Christmas school holidays in recognition that 
this group is meeting expectations. 

Parents studying full time should continue to 
have no job search activity requirements during 
semester breaks of less than three weeks as per 
existing arrangements.

Principle
Parents receiving income support should have 
similar opportunities to working parents to 
spend time with their children over the  
school holidays. 

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that parents 
should not be required to meet their 
part-time participation requirements 
during the fortnight that includes the 
Christmas and New Year public holidays. 

The Taskforce recommends that parents 
with regular paid work during school-term 
time should not need to meet part-time 
participation requirements over the long 
school holidays if they can reasonably 
expect to resume their usual hours of work 
at the beginning of the next school year.
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B. Exemptions from Participation 
Requirements
A range of exemptions from participation 
requirements exist in recognition of the 
different family and personal situations parents 
face. Some of these exemptions are automatic 
and others are assessed and applied by 
Centrelink on a case-by-case basis.

Automatic exemptions
Automatic exemptions from participation 
requirements exist in a number of special family 
circumstances for up to 12 months at a time. 
These include if the parent is:

a registered and active foster carer �

providing home schooling to one or more   �

of the children for whom they are the 
principal carer
providing or facilitating distance education  �

for one or more of the children for whom 
they are the principal carer or
caring for a large family (i.e. is the principal  �

carer of four or more children all aged 
between 6 to 15 inclusive).

Another automatic exemption is available  
where a child lives with a relative (that is not 
their parent) in accordance with a Family Law 
Court order. 

Case-by-case or temporary exemptions
A range of special family circumstances can 
attract a temporary exemption from 
participation requirements on a case-by-case 
basis. Case-by-case exemptions are usually for a 
maximum of 16 weeks duration, although this 
may be extended if the reason for the 
exemption remains at the end of the 16 week 
period. A parent caring for a dependant child 
with a disability can be provided with a case-by-
case exemption for a longer period of up to  
12 months. Again, this can be renewed. 

The grounds for case-by-case exemptions are 
numerous, and include: 

caring for a dependant child with a disability �

involvement in informal kinship or family  �

care arrangements
experience of domestic violence �

high stress due to a recent relationship  �

breakdown
death of an immediate family member �

temporary illness or injury of a dependant  �

child
provision of care for a family member who is  �

frail, aged or has a disability
caring for a child aged six who has not yet  �

commenced school. 
The range of exemptions available to parents 
outlined above are in addition to the general 
exemptions available to all activity-tested 
job seekers.

Discussion
Parents and welfare groups have raised 
concerns that while exemptions are available, 
they are not working effectively in practice. 
Current rules for exemptions appear reasonably 
comprehensive, but it appears that they are not 
always consistently applied. There is also scope 
to improve a number of current exemptions, 
particularly for home schooling, large families, 
foster and kinship care and caring for a child 
with disability or a medical condition.

Submissions to the Employment Services 
Review highlighted the need for greater clarity 
in relation to exemptions, and participation 
requirements more generally.  Participants in 
the focused discussions made the similar point 
that there is little general awareness about how 
exemptions may be sought in individual cases. 
They raised concerns about parents’ difficulty in 
accessing exemptions and the short-term 
nature (up to 16 weeks) of most case-by-case 
exemptions. The domestic violence exemption 
was a specific example raised. 
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The fact that parents receiving case-by-case 
exemptions cannot access some of the more 
favourable conditions and payment amounts 
granted to parents receiving automatic 
exemptions was raised in the focused 
discussions. These concerns have also been 
reflected in ministerial correspondence. 

The issue of ‘care load’ and how this concept is 
addressed in the welfare system was raised in a 
focused discussion. For example, parents with a 
child with disability or a child with periodic 
short-term illness may have a relatively higher 
care load than other parents. It was argued that 
this should be taken into account in setting or 
monitoring activity test requirements. The 
Taskforce considers the ‘care load’ concept is 
very useful in addressing the issues at hand.

Principle
Exemptions should be publicised and broad 
and flexible enough to respond  
to a range of individual circumstances  
for parents.

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that a 
comprehensive communications strategy 
be conducted so that parents, mature-age 
job seekers, Centrelink staff and employers 
are better informed about participation 
requirements. This strategy should include 
information on existing participation 
exemptions, rules relating to child care and 
alternative pathways for parents and 
mature-age job seekers to move into 
employment.

The Taskforce recommends that 
participation rules and employment service 
arrangements should be developed where 
necessary to recognise that there are 
parents who have higher ‘care loads’ that 
affect their ability to participate.

Large Families
Parents and stakeholder groups have raised 
concerns about the criteria for the large family 
exemption. Parents with large families are 
concerned that they are still responsible for their 
children who are still at school after the age of 
16. Children aged 16 and over do not currently 
‘count towards’ whether the parent has four or 
more children, as required under the criteria for 
this exemption. 

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that the criteria 
for the ‘large family’ exemption be 
extended to include all children including 
those aged 16 and over enrolled full-time 
in school. This would mean that parents 
with four or more children would be 
exempt from part-time participation 
requirements where four or more children 
are enrolled full-time in school. 

Distance Education/Home Schooling
A similar issue arises for parents who  
supervise distance education or home-school 
their children. Parents undertaking these 
activities are exempt only from participation 
requirements until their youngest child turns 16. 
Under the current rule, parents would generally 
need to meet participation requirements while 
they help their youngest child complete 
secondary schooling.

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that the criteria 
for the ‘home schooling’ and ‘distance 
education’ exemptions be extended to 
include children aged 16 and over enrolled 
full-time in school. This would mean that 
parents who home-school or supervise the 
distance education of their children would 
be exempt from participation requirements 
until their youngest child completes school.
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Foster Care
Parents who are registered and active foster 
carers are eligible for an automatic exemption 
from participation requirements while they have 
a child in their care. The exemption ceases if 
there is a break in the provision of foster care 
longer than two fortnights. 

Emergency and respite foster carers who are 
not parents themselves have access to an 
exemption when a foster child is in their care. 
These carers have to meet participation 
requirements in between placements. 

The Taskforce considers that exemptions should 
be available to all foster carers for  
a reasonable period between placements, in 
recognition of the importance of the foster care 
role in society and the high care needs of 
children who are placed in foster care.

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that registered 
and active foster carers should have  
access to participation exemptions for  
an increased period between foster  
care placements. 

Kinship Care
Relatives who provide kinship care for a child 
under an informal arrangement are eligible for a 
case-by-case exemption. The Taskforce noted 
that kinship care is commonly an alternative to 
placing a child into the formal child protection 
system. The Taskforce considers that this 
exemption should be longer to better recognise 
both the high needs of children in kinship care 
arrangements and importance of these 
arrangements to the child protection system. 

Domestic Violence
The Taskforce was advised that the specific  
16 week case-by-case domestic violence 
exemption introduced for parents is 
infrequently used, with Centrelink staff more 
commonly applying a general ‘special 
circumstances’ exemption of up to 13 weeks. 
This may be because the 16 week exemption 
applies only where the parent is leaving or has 
left the relationship. 

The Taskforce considers that there is a case to 
replace the current 16 week exemption with a 
new 12 month exemption in recognition of the 
time needed to restore victims of family 
violence and to support victims to seek services. 
This would be available in cases where the 
parent is accessing services due to a domestic 
violence situation, such as family or domestic 
violence counselling or emergency 
accommodation.

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that the current 
16 week case-by-case exemption for 
parents experiencing domestic violence be 
replaced with a new automatic 12 month 
exemption. The new exemption should be 
available to parents accessing services such 
as domestic violence or family relationships 
counselling or crisis accommodation (for 
example, through the Supported 
Accommodation Assistance Program). The 
existing 13 week ‘special circumstances’ 
case-by-case exemption would remain 
available in other circumstances.

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that family 
members providing kinship care should 
have access to an automatic 12 month 
exemption if the care arrangement is 
recognised by state/territory authorities 
through an order or case plan. 
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Caring for a Child with Disability or a 
Medical Condition 
In cases where constant care is provided for a 
child with severe or profound disability, the 
parent may qualify for Carer Payment (child), 
which is a Department of Families, Housing, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 
(FaHCSIA) payment. Carer Payment does not 
have a workforce participation requirement.

Carer Payment (child) was expanded in the 
2008–09 Budget and around 12 000 parents on 
activity-tested income support payments are 
expected to move across to that payment. The 
Taskforce acknowledges that this will go a 
considerable way towards addressing current 
concerns regarding participation requirements 
for parents caring for children with disability. 
These changes will start from 1 July 2009. 

Parents who do not meet the Carer Payment 
criteria (currently or in the future) may still 
qualify for a case-by-case participation 
exemption for up to 12 months (with capacity 
to renew this). To qualify, the care provided by 
the parent must preclude them from working 
part time, including when the child is in school. 
Parents need to provide a letter from the child’s 
school or treating doctor that indicates they 
need to be constantly on hand or on call to 
assist their child at school.

Participants in the focused discussions indicated 
that parents with children with disability often 
see the time that their child is in school as their 
only opportunity to undertake other necessary 
tasks, such as shopping. Parents may also view 
this time as respite from their demanding role  
as a carer.

Parents also report that they find the current 
requirement to provide regular (usually annual) 
evidence to qualify for this exemption 
frustrating. This is particularly the case where 
there is little or no prospect of change to the 
child’s condition and their reliance on the 
parent. Even though the evidence to be 
supplied to Centrelink focuses on the parent’s 

availability to work, parents often interpret this 
as providing evidence of the nature and  
severity of their child’s disability, which they  
find distressing. 

Parents may be required to provide a number of 
pieces of evidence in this regard to Centrelink or 
other agencies for different purposes. The 
Taskforce considers that streamlining the 
requirement for such evidence to be provided 
where possible is highly desirable.

Parents on Newstart Allowance who have  
an exemption for caring for a child with a 
disability are currently unable to access the 
higher rate of payment that is paid to parents 
who receive an automatic exemption. The 
Taskforce considers that the higher rate of 
payment should be available to parents 
receiving Newstart who receive the ‘caring for a 
child with a disability’ exemption.

 

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that the 
exemption for parents caring for a child 
with a disability or medical condition be 
reviewed to better recognise their ‘caring 
load’. This review should examine the 
criteria for the exemption and the process 
for applying for it so that parents are not 
required to regularly reapply for 
exemptions when their circumstances 
have not changed. 
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C. Parents and self-employment 
Parents can meet their participation 
requirements through self-employment if they 
meet a sufficient work test. This test has two 
components: the parent needs to work at least 
15 hours per week and earn 15 times the 
equivalent hourly rate of at least Federal 
Minimum Wage (FMW) each week. This is 
consistent with self-employment arrangements 
for job seekers with full-time participation 
requirements who must work 30 hours in their 
business and declare 30 times the minimum 
hourly wage. 

Where self-employment fails to meet either the 
hours or remuneration component, the person 
will generally be required to work additional 
hours or undertake other activities to fully meet 
their participation requirements. 

Parents who want help to set up their own 
business may qualify for assistance under the 
New Enterprise Incentive Scheme (NEIS). This 
can be done on a part-time basis for parents 
receiving Parenting Payment (single). Parents 
receiving Newstart Allowance are currently 
required to participate in NEIS full time.

Under NEIS, eligible job seekers can receive a 
NEIS allowance for up to 52 weeks. NEIS 
participants must meet eligibility criteria, 
including having a business plan approved 
before they can start their business and 
continue in the program. A NEIS panel 
arrangement will operate in the new 
employment services model from 1 July 2009.

Discussion
Parents have raised concerns that it can be 
difficult to meet the sufficient work test during 
the start-up phase of a business when 
operating costs are high. For parents, this issue 
is commonly raised in the context of operating 
a Family Day Care (FDC) business. 

The rules for self-employed parents on income 
support also flow on to other job seekers. The 
implications of any changes for parents in this 
area will need to be considered in this context. 

Principle
Parents with good business ideas should have 
the same opportunity and support as other job 
seekers to start up that business. 

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that 
arrangements for parents running or 
setting up small businesses should be 
consistent with those available to other job 
seekers. Parents should also be able to 
access support through the New Enterprise 
Incentive Scheme (NEIS) Panel to operate 
under the new employment services 
model on a part-time basis, consistent with 
their participation requirements. 
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D. Child Care and Participation 
Requirements
A job is only considered suitable if there is 
appropriate care and supervision for a child 
during the hours of work, including the time  
it would take the parent to travel to and 
from work.  

Appropriate care and supervision includes child 
care provided by an approved child care service 
(this includes school or ‘formal care’). It also 
includes informal arrangements such as care by 
family or friends or allowing an older child to be 
unsupervised for a time. If a parent decides that 
informal care is not appropriate, then he or she 
does not have to remain in or take the job.

Discussion 
A number of submissions to the Employment 
Services Review raised the issue of child care 
in relation to parents and participation 
requirements. A majority of these called for the 
increased provision of child care services. In 
particular, parents argued that they need to be 
better supported while they look for work  
through more quality and affordable child  
care places. 

It is not evident that the existing rules relating  
to child care are well communicated or 
understood by parents or employment service 
providers. This is particularly the case where 
formal child care is generally not available (for 
example, for teenage children or for children 
with disability). Parents commonly worry that 
the rules require them to leave their children  
at home unsupervised. While this is not the  
case, there is a need for clarity so that parents 
understand that they alone can decide  
whether or not an informal care arrangement  
is acceptable. 

Principle
Parents needed to be satisfied with the safety 
and suitability of any care arrangements for their 
children while they are at work. 

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that current 
child care rules be amended to provide 
that, where the outside school hours care 
is not located on school premises (or the 
child is not escorted to the child care 
premises by an approved child carer or 
teacher), the child care is not considered 
appropriate for the purposes of a parent 
accepting or continuing in a job. 
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E. Reporting requirements 
The frequency and methods by which parents 
with part-time participation requirements need 
to report their earnings and job search activities 
to Centrelink vary. 

Parents with part-time participation 
requirements must submit an ‘Application for 
Payment’ form (SU19) on a particular day each 
fortnight. This stimulates their payment for the 
next fortnight. This is designed to ensure 
parents are meeting their participation 
requirements and are being paid the right 
amount of income support. A variety of 
methods of reporting are available, these 
options are dependent upon the type of 
activity being undertaken and the payment 
received. A parent can request to have their 
reporting day moved if it does not suit them  
(for example, if they are working on that day).

Generally, the SU19 form is submitted to 
Centrelink through a fortnightly face-to-face 
contact. Centrelink has discretion to vary the 
frequency of face-to-face contact arrangements 
in a number of circumstances. These include 
the capacity for some Parenting Payment 
recipients who are fully meeting their 
requirements through paid work to report 
fortnightly over the phone or via a website. 
Other parents may be required to lodge their 
form fortnightly, but attend the contact 
interview with Centrelink every four or  
12 weeks. 

In setting contact schedules, Centrelink has a 
view to the three primary reasons for the 
contact, these being: 

providing the opportunity to assess a  �

person’s need for, and to offer, additional 
services where this is appropriate. For 
example, a face-to-face contact may elicit 
additional information that prompts a 
referral to a Centrelink Social Worker or 
Financial Services counsellor

assessing compliance with an activity  �

agreement to ensure people are meeting 
their participation requirements and to 
address any difficulties arising 
ensuring that the correct amount of income  �

support is paid to the customer to reduce 
the risk of overpayment and subsequent 
debt to the Commonwealth.

Job seekers aged 55 years and over who  
choose to meet activity test requirements by 
undertaking 30 or more hours of voluntary 
work, or a combination of voluntary and paid 
work in a fortnight, are also generally eligible for 
variable reporting. If their income is likely to 
change, then these job seekers would normally 
have fortnightly reporting requirements to 
reduce the risk of overpayment and 
subsequently incurring a debt.  

The rules outlined above are also subject to 
reasonable expectations. For example, where 
parents must travel more than 60 minutes to a 
Centrelink office, they are not required to report 
face-to-face. For mature-age job seekers, a 90 
minute travel rule generally applies.  

Discussion 

There is scope to provide more flexibility in the 
system so that parents and mature-age job 
seekers can meet their reporting requirements 
with a minimum of imposition. Parents in 
particular often find face-to-face reporting to 
Centrelink onerous due to their busy schedules 
in juggling their caring responsibilities with their 
other activities. 

There is a need to match face-to-face reporting 
requirements with the usefulness of the contact. 
For example, a parent meeting their 
participation requirements through a stable job 
of 15 hours a week may be considered at low 
risk of participation failure and debt. The need 
for face-to-face contact could therefore be set 
over a longer period. 
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Reporting requirements should not be onerous 
or punitive. Instead, the system should provide 
the maximum amount of flexibility and ease of 
use for people who are generally compliant and 
who have little or no risk of participation failure, 
overpayments or other negative outcomes. For 
such parents, face-to-face reporting should be 
minimised, where this suits the individual, 
through a risk-based approach.

While face-to-face reporting may be beneficial 
for particular parents, opportunities for 
alternative and more convenient forms of 
reporting should be maximised to best suit the 
needs of the individual. 

Principle
Reporting and face-to-face contact 
arrangements with Centrelink should be flexible. 
Arrangements should take a ‘risk based’ 
approach to ensuring that parents are meeting 
their participation requirements and receiving 
the right amount of payment.

Recommendations
The Taskforce recommends that current 
arrangements that require parents (and 
other job seekers) to report participation 
efforts and earnings to Centrelink 
fortnightly through the SU19 form continue.

The Taskforce further recommends that a 
‘risk based’ approach to the method by 
which parents report to Centrelink be 
adopted. To familiarise parents with their 
requirements, address any need for 
additional support and minimise the risk of 
overpayments, a face-to-face contact with 
Centrelink should be the primary method 
of reporting for the first 12 weeks. 
Subsequently, less frequent face-to-face 
contact should be introduced for parents 
unless they have demonstrated a risk of not 
meeting participation requirements or 
incorrectly reporting income.

To support the above, the Taskforce also 
recommends that the availability of 
convenient and efficient reporting 
methods (such as Integrated Voice 
Recognition telephone and web-based 
reporting) be extended.
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A. Voluntary work for parents and 
mature-age job seekers
A parent can participate in voluntary work, but 
the hours spent in voluntary work can only 
count towards satisfying a parent’s participation 
requirements during annual periods of  
Mutual Obligation activities. If a parent is 
undertaking voluntary work, they are able to 
continue with this but they must also satisfy 
their participation requirements through 
looking for, or undertaking, paid work of at least 
15 hours per week.

Job seekers aged 55 years and over have the 
option to satisfy the activity test through at least 
30 hours per fortnight of paid work (or 
approved self-employment), approved 
voluntary work, or a combination of the two. 

To meet activity test requirements, job seekers 
can only undertake voluntary work that meets 
certain criteria. The organisation with which the 
person volunteers must be ‘approved’ by 
Centrelink or by Community Work Coordinators 
(for Community Work). 

To meet activity test requirements voluntary 
work must: 

have a community focus �

not be undertaken in the job seeker’s own  �

home
not primarily promote a particular religious  �

or political view
not involve working for the job seeker’s (or a  �

family member of the job seeker’s) own 
organisation
not displace a paid worker. �

Discussion
Volunteering can be both a pathway and an 
alternative to employment. Voluntary work may 
be a valuable means by which people gain skills 
to prepare them for entry to the paid workforce. 
For people who have been unsuccessful in 
finding paid work, voluntary work can restore 
confidence and social engagement. Voluntary 

work, such as activities undertaken by fire 
service volunteers, also benefits the community.

Parents
A majority of submissions to the employment 
services review that commented on this issue 
were in favour of voluntary work being included 
as a participation requirement for parents. It is 
argued that voluntary work allows parents 
flexibility in hours, location and skills demand, as 
well as enabling parents the opportunity to 
learn how to balance work and family 
commitments in a low pressure environment. It 
also enables parents to acquire new skills that 
will assist in their future employment. 

Other submissions were in favour of volunteer 
work if it had a vocational focus and was in an 
area of skills shortages. A small number of 
submissions were not in favour of voluntary 
work for parents as it is argued that this distracts 
parents from focusing on paid work and 
reducing their reliance on income support.  

A concern was raised at a focused  
discussion meeting that compelling  
parents to undertake voluntary work to comply 
with activity requirements may undermine the 
notion of altruism as a reason for volunteering. 

Mature-age Job Seekers
Focused discussion participants put forward a 
view that participation requirements for  
mature-age job seekers (55 years and over) 
should not be different to those for other job 
seekers. This relates directly to the fact that 
mature-aged job seekers can fully meet their 
participation requirements through 30 hours of 
approved voluntary work. 

Several focused discussion participants 
suggested that voluntary work for mature-age 
job seekers should be combined with job 
search and tailored employment assistance. The 
view was also put forward that, while voluntary 
work can lead to paid employment for some 
job seekers, it may also be a way of avoiding 
paid work for others.

Terms of Reference 2: Alternative pathways to employment
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Several other submissions to the Employment 
Services Review did not support voluntary work 
as a participation requirement for mature-age 
job seekers. These submissions stated that 
voluntary work should only be available to job 
seekers aged 60 years and over or those with 
restricted work capacity. 

The Taskforce formed a view that, in principle, 
attaining the age of 55 should not in itself lead 
to a reduction in the effort required to find 
employment. Its consultations revealed that the 
support that existed for lowered expectations 
for participation for the over 55’s stemmed from 
two sources:

the bias against older workers in the market  �

place, hence the futility of older workers 
applying for positions
the fact that the skills and experience of  �

some older workers would make it difficult 
to meet the requirements of the jobs 
available. Examples discussed include older 
widows and divorcees who have never 
worked; and older male labourers who are 
no longer physically capable of undertaking 
the type of work they have performed all 
their life. 

For this group who are detached from the 
workforce, lower participation requirements are 
logical. The Taskforce therefore recommends 
that the guiding principle should not be the 
age but the real potential of the job seeker in 
the labour market.

On this basis the Taskforce considers that 
voluntary work should be a means to gaining 
exposure to work and attaining skills for some 
people. Ideally, it should be at the discretion of 
the employment service provider to take into 
account the circumstances of the individual, the 
opportunity for work within the local labour 
market, the skills development available 
through the voluntary work position, and to 
include voluntary work within a job seeker’s 
Employment Pathway Plan. 

The amount of voluntary work that is reasonable 
to be undertaken should also be at the 
discretion of the provider. For example, 30 hours 
per fortnight could be approved if the person 
has had little attachment to the workforce over 
a long period of time and there are few work 
opportunities available. Alternatively, the 
employment service provider could consider 
little or no voluntary work as suitable because 
the focus for the individual would be more 
appropriately directed toward study or training.

Principle
Volunteering should be an approved activity if it 
provides a pathway to employment.  

Recommendations

Voluntary work for parents 
The Taskforce recommends that 
employment service providers should have 
the discretion to include voluntary work as 
an approved activity for parents with 
part-time requirements. This discretion 
should be exercised in cases where the 
parent has limited opportunities for locally 
available work and/or training, or where 
there is a significant vocational aspect to 
voluntary work. The same principle should 
apply for parents seeking to combine 
voluntary work with other activities 
(recommendation 2 also refers).  

Voluntary work for mature-age  
job seekers
The Taskforce recommends that, in the 
medium term, mature-age job seekers 
should have the same participation 
requirements as other job seekers in 
principle unless they have no, or very 
limited, chance of success in the labour 
market.  This change should be preceded 
by actions to change the negative 
attitudes towards employing older workers.
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A. Access to education and training 
for parents and mature-age  
job seekers 
Parents may currently undertake training and 
study to fully meet participation requirements 
in limited circumstances.  Parenting Payment 
recipients can fully meet their participation 
requirements through study as long as the 
study is undertaken on a full time basis.  
Full-time study is defined as 75 per cent or  
more of a course load (as defined by the 
educational institution). Parents on Newstart 
Allowance are generally limited to study of a 
maximum 12 months duration (as per other job 
seekers on Newstart Allowance). 

Mature-age recipients of Newstart can only 
meet participation requirements through 
full-time education or training courses if these 
are less than 12 months. As is the case for other 
Newstart recipients, the course must be 
approved by an employment service provider. 

Recent changes to existing policy include that 
job seekers, including mature-age job seekers 
and parents, are not obliged to accept jobs that 
would conflict with their approved study 
commitments. This change to policy supports 
the Government’s newly introduced 
Productivity Places Program, which will make 
238 000 new training places available to job 
seekers in areas of skills shortages at a cost of 
$880 million over five years. 

Discussion 
Training and study can be important pathways 
to sustainable employment for mature-age job 
seekers and parents. Participants in focused 
discussions put forward the view that parents 
should have greater access to appropriate 
training and study opportunities to build their 
qualifications and skills to improve their 
employability. Parents have argued in ministerial 
correspondence that this should include the 
ability to undertake part-time courses, 

consistent with the part-time nature of their 
participation requirements. 

The Taskforce was advised that a parent’s 
education level is strongly and positively 
correlated with their children’s healthy 
development and their attachment to 
sustainable employment. On this basis, parents 
should be encouraged to start and finish 
education or training. 

Parents with little prior formal education may 
not be ready to undertake more challenging 
courses of study and for these parents, entry-
level and ‘return to study’ courses may be the 
most appropriate place for them to start. This 
may eventually lead to a higher level of 
education at a future time. 

Opportunities to study should not be open 
ended for job seekers and limits should apply to 
avoid circumstances where people cycle 
through courses with no productive outcome. 

Principle
Study and training should be encouraged as an 
approved activity to improve the employability 
of a parent.

Recommendation
The Taskforce recommends that parents 
should be able to fully meet part-time 
participation requirements through 15 
hours a week of study that helps them 
move along a pathway to employment. 
Study or training of less than 15 hours a 
week in contact and non-contact hours 
can be combined with other activities 
(recommendation 2 refers).  

Terms of Reference 3: Opportunities for skills development  
and training
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B. Combining activities 
Parents often undertake multiple activities such 
as part-time study, voluntary work and paid 
work. A parent who is undertaking several 
activities cannot ‘combine’ these to fully meet 
their requirements and will generally be asked 
to undertake additional job search. The only 
concession is that an employment service 
provider has the discretion to reduce the 
number of jobs a parent is required to look for 
each fortnight if the parent is studying part time. 

Discussion
Parents indicate in correspondence that the 
requirement that they must accept offers of 
suitable work can mean that they feel they have 
to cease other activities, such as part-time study.  
The Taskforce considers that the current rules  
do not allow for appropriate flexibility in 
combining activities. 

Principle
Parents should be able to flexibly combine 
activities to fully meet their participation 
requirements, provided each of the individual 
activities contributes to the employability of  
the parent.

Recommendation
To provide greater flexibility and support 
better long-term outcomes, the Taskforce 
recommends that parents be allowed to 
undertake a combination of different 
activities to fully meet their part-time 
participation requirements. Paid work and 
study or training will generally provide the 
most appropriate combination. 
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ACOSS Australian Council of Social Service

ACTU Australian Council of Trade Unions

BCA Business Council of Australia

ANU Australian National University

DEEWR Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations

FaHCSIA Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs

ESR Employment Services Review

FMW Federal Minimum Wage

JSCI Job Seeker Classification Instrument

JCA Job Capacity Assessment

JN Job Network

MA Mature Age

NWRN National Welfare Rights Network

NSA Newstart Allowance

NEIS New Enterprise Initiative Scheme

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

PP Parenting Payment

PPP Parenting Payment (partnered)

PPS Parenting Payment (single)

PCP Principal Carer Parent

WfD Work for the Dole

Acronyms
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Activity agreement A written agreement negotiated between a job seeker and an 
employment service provider or Centrelink that outlines a job 
seeker’s activity test or participation requirements.

It is a legal document to explain what job seekers need to do to 
continue to receive income support and what help job seekers 
can receive to find work or improve their employability.

Activity test 
requirements

A range of requirements set out in social security law that a job 
seeker must meet to qualify for income support payments.

Application for 
Payment (SU 19)

A fortnightly application form for income support through  
which job seekers report their income and job search activities  
to Centrelink. 

Carer Payment (Child) An income support payment for people who cannot support 
themselves through participation in the workforce while caring for 
a child with a profound disability with extremely high care needs.

Centrelink The Commonwealth Services Delivery Agency established by the 
Commonwealth Services Delivery Agency Act 1997.

Centrelink offers a range of services, support and assistance to 
customers seeking access to Australian Government income 
support and services.

Community Work 
Coordinators 

Organisations contracted by DEEWR to provide Community Work 
Coordinator Services, including Work for the Dole and Community 
Work Placements. 

DEEWR The Department of Education, Employment and Workplace 
Relations contract employment service providers to deliver 
services on behalf of the Australian Government. 

Employment  
Pathway Plan

As part of the new employment services model job seekers,  
from 1 July 2009, will liaise with their employment service  
provider to develop an Employment Pathway Plan tailored to  
their own needs. 

This plan will map the training, work experience and other 
assistance required to enable a job seeker to find sustainable 
employment. This will replace the Activity Agreement currently 
in use.

Glossary of Terms
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Employment Services 
Provider

Include Job Network members, Disability Employment Network 
members, Community Work Coordinators, Personal Support 
Program providers, Job Placement Employment and Training 
providers and Vocational Rehabilitation Services providers.

Employment Services 
Review

In January 2008, the Hon Brendan O’Connor MP, Minister for 
Employment Participation, wrote to employment service 
providers, employers, welfare organisations and other 
stakeholders, seeking their views on the future direction of 
employment services.  The Minister asked stakeholders for 
suggestions on how to improve assistance to the unemployed. 
Over 260 submissions were received.

From 1 July 2009, new employment services will be introduced in 
Australia to provide better, more tailored assistance to 
disadvantaged job seekers and place greater emphasis on helping 
employers to fill job vacancies.

Exemption Under the Social Security Act 1991 an exemption from the activity 
test means that a job seeker is temporarily not required to meet 
activity test or participation requirements. 

These may be granted for short or long periods, depending on 
the job seeker’s circumstances. All exemptions must be approved 
by Centrelink.

Federal Minimum Wage Federal workplace law provides for a federal minimum  
wage (FMW). .

The federal minimum wage is intended as a safety net and 
workers also have the right to receive no less than the basic rate of 
pay which applies specifically to their job (and may be higher 
than the federal minimum wage). 

Jobs, Education and 
Training Child Care Fee 
Assistance 

Assists eligible parents receiving income support with the cost of 
child care by paying most of the ‘gap fee’.  

The ‘gap fee’ is the difference between the fee that the parent 
is charged for child care, and the amount they receive in Child 
Care Benefit. 
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Job Seeker 
Classification 
Instrument 

The tool used by Centrelink to measure a Fully Eligible job seeker’s 
relative level of disadvantage in finding employment due to their 
personal circumstances and labour market skills.

Job Capacity 
Assessment 

A holistic assessment of a Fully Eligible job seeker’s participation 
barriers and current work capacity undertaken by a JCA Provider.

Job Network A national network of community and private organisations 
dedicated to finding jobs for unemployed people and providing 
employment services tailored to the needs of individuals.

Mutual Obligation Mutual Obligation is based on the concept that it is fair and 
reasonable for unemployed people to undertake activities, in 
addition to job seeking, that improve their employability and 
allow them to give something back to their community. This  
may include activities such as training, voluntary work or Work  
for the Dole. 

In general, job seekers are required to participate in Mutual 
Obligation activities once they have been unemployed for  
six months. Parents participate in Mutual Obligation activities on a 
part-time basis. 

Newstart Allowance An income support payment that assists a job seeker while they 
are looking for work and allows them to participate in activities 
designed to increase their chances of finding work.

Participation 
requirements

Like the activity test requirements, participation requirements 
mean that a job seeker may be required to enter into an Activity 
Agreement and comply with its terms.

Parenting Payment This payment provides financial help for people who are the 
primary carers of dependant children.

Parenting Payment 
(partnered)

The form of income support available to partnered parents. 

Parenting Payment 
(single)

The form of income support available to single parents.
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Principal Carer Parent A principal carer is a person with the care of a dependant child 
aged less than 16 years. Carers are generally parents, i.e. the father 
or mother of a particular child. 

However, they can also be a foster carer, grandparent or another 
person with legal guardianship.

Principal carers will either be in receipt of Parenting Payment 
Single, Parenting Payment Partnered, Newstart Allowance, Youth 
Allowance (other) or Special Benefit.

Principal carers may have a compulsory requirement to look for 
15–25 hours part-time work per week to continue to receive 
income support. The allowance type and participation 
requirements for principal carers are dependent on several  
factors, such as the age of the youngest child and date of  
income support receipt.

Productivity Places 
Program

This Australian Government program (commenced in 2008) 
provides training places for people who are unemployed or 
marginally attached to the labour market to assist them to 
develop skills in areas of labour market shortage.

Welfare to Work Welfare to Work was a package of measures announced in the 
2005–06 Federal Budget to increase the participation of 
working-age people in paid employment. These measures 
focused on four groups of income support recipients: 

parents �

mature-aged job seekers �

people with disability �

very long term unemployed job seekers. �
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The Rudd Government recognises the importance 
of developing a skilled and active work force in 
order to increase productivity levels and meet the 
challenges of an ageing population and 
widespread skills shortages. 

The Government has announced it will invest  
$3.7 billion over three years from 1 July 2009 in a 
new employment services model. The new 
employment services model will provide more 
flexible assistance to job seekers, more investment 
in those who are disadvantaged and a far greater 
emphasis on areas of skills shortage. Each job 
seeker will have an employment pathway plan, 
which may include a combination of support 
services, training, work experience and job  
search activities. 

Currently we have comparatively low levels of 
participation by single parents as well as mature 
age people aged 55 and over. The Minister for 
Employment Participation has established a 
Taskforce to examine the barriers to greater 
participation in the work force, particularly for 
parents and mature-age job seekers. The  
advice of the Taskforce on these matters will 
complement the introduction of the new 
employment services model.

In particular the Taskforce will consider how best to 
achieve sustainable employment outcomes for 
these groups including an examination of: 

The flexibility of participation requirements;1. 

Alternative pathways to employment; and 2. 

Opportunities for skills development  3. 
and training.

Attachment B—Terms of Reference

The Participation Taskforce will use as its primary 
resources for this task:

written submissions from the Employment  �

Services Review process;
written submissions on the Employment  �

Services Review Discussion paper and oral 
feedback from public consultations currently 
being conducted; 
issues frequently raised in ministerial  �

correspondence from parents and mature 
age income support recipients; 
existing reports and recommendations on  �

participation requirements from the OECD, 
comparisons with other countries and where 
relevant, examples of good practice from 
other countries; and 
face to face discussions with small groups of  �

key interested stakeholders and 
organisations.

The Taskforce will provide initial advice to 
Government on possible changes to 
participation requirements by end August 2008. 
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Attachment C—New Employment Services 2009–2012
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Participation requirements 
Principal carer parents can meet their 
participation requirements by:

undertaking at least 15 hours a week of paid  �

work; or 
job search for part-time work of 15 to 25  �

hours a week with the assistance of 
employment services (usually Job Network), 
and undertaking an annual Mutual 
Obligation activity; or 
full-time study of at least 75 per cent of a  �

course load (as defined by the educational 
institution).

Parents with job search requirements usually 
need to undertake six job search efforts a 
fortnight. Other job seekers are usually required 
to undertake 10 job search efforts.

Study rules
Different study rules apply depending on 
whether the parent receives Parenting Payment 
or Newstart/Youth Allowance (jobseeker).  The 
differences reflect that Newstart traditionally 
assisted unemployed people and required them 
to look for work, with other payments such as 
AUSTUDY, ABSTUDY and Youth Allowance 
available to full-time students.  

At present, Parenting Payment recipients can 
fully meet their part-time requirements through 
full-time study.  Full-time study for Parenting 
Payment participation requirement purposes is 
defined as study of 20 hours per week or  
75 per cent of a full-time study load as defined 
by the relevant education institution (e.g.  
the university).  

Attachment F—Current Participation Requirements  
for Parents

By comparison, full-time study for Newstart/
Youth Allowance (job seeker) purposes is 
defined as study of 20 hours per week. Parents 
on Newstart can only undertake a full-time 
course exceeding 12 months duration if they  
are completing a course commenced on 
Parenting Payment prior to transferring to 
Newstart. Parents on Newstart can only 
commence a full-time course if it is of less than 
12 months duration and their employment 
service provider considers it beneficial to their 
employment prospects.

If a parent with part-time requirements is 
undertaking part-time study, their employment 
service provider currently has the discretion to 
reduce the number of jobs that they are 
required to look for each fortnight if the study is 
considered to enhance their job prospects.  

However, before a recent change to existing 
policy a parent studying part-time was required 
to take up a suitable paid job if offered one, 
even if this would compromise their ability to 
continue their studies. Changes to the policy are 
being progressed separately so that job seekers, 
including parents, are not obliged to accept 
jobs that would conflict with their approved 
study commitments in support of the roll out of 
the Productivity Places Programme.  

To further support parents undertake education 
and training, the Deputy Prime Minister recently 
announced changes to the JET child care fee 
assistance program to extend eligibility from 
one to two years of study.  The JET child care 
fee assistance program assists eligible parents 
receiving income support with the cost of child 
care by paying for most of the ‘gap fee’.  The 
‘gap fee’ is the difference between the fee that 
the parent is charged for child care and the 
amount they receive in Child Care Benefit.  
Parents then pay 10 cents per hour for their 
child care.  
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School holidays 
The current policy requires that parents with 
part-time participation requirements continue 
their approved activities over the school 
holidays (as is the case for other job seekers).  

Parents who are already fully meeting 
requirements through paid work are able to 
take employer paid leave over the holidays.  In 
all other cases, if the parent experiences a drop 
in their hours (and remuneration) over the 
holidays, Centrelink considers whether they 
have a reasonable excuse.  

If there is no reasonable excuse, the parent is 
immediately referred by Centrelink to an 
employment service provider (if not already 
connected to one). ‘Reasonable’ excuses can 
include a sick child, a cancelled shift, or a 
short-term reduction in hours due to public 
holidays, with an expectation that working 
hours will return to normal in the next fortnight.  

If a parent is meeting their requirements 
through job search (and other activities), they 
are still expected to look for work and report to 
Centrelink according to their usual reporting 
cycle over the school holidays (this may be 
face-to-face or via remote means depending on 
agreed arrangements in place).  However, 
current policy provides that, unless otherwise 
requested or agreed by the principal carer, 
participation in Mutual Obligation activities and 
interviews with employment service providers 
should be scheduled to occur during school 
hours (that is, generally between 9 am and 3 
pm and during school terms).  

If a principal carer is offered work over the 
school holiday period, they will be required to 
accept the offer if it is considered ‘suitable’.  
Under current guidelines, for work to be 
‘suitable’ for a principal carer, appropriate care 
and supervision of their child(ren) must be 
available during the hours they would be 
required for work. The availability of child care is 
important, as a parent can determine that 
informal care (such as leaving the child in the 
care of a relative or unsupervised) is not 
appropriate and therefore not take up the job 
offer without penalty. 

Exemptions
large Families: Currently, if a parent has four 
or more dependant children aged between 6 
and 15, they eligible for an automatic (legislated) 
exemption from any part-time requirements. 
This exemption can be renewed for up to  
12 months at a time. 

home Schooling/Distance Education: 
Parents with part-time participation 
requirements who are providing home 
schooling, or providing or facilitating distance 
education to one or more children for whom 
they are the principal carer, can receive an 
automatic exemption from participation 
requirements (for up to 12 months at a time).  
Under existing arrangements a principle carer 
parent who is exempt from participation 
requirements on this basis would receive the 
higher rate of Newstart Allowance payment. 
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Foster Carers: Parents with part-time 
participation requirements who are registered 
and active foster carers can receive an automatic 
(legislated) exemption. This exemption can  
be renewed for up to 12 months at a time.   
To demonstrate this, the foster carer needs  
to provide a letter from the state child  
welfare authority. 

An issue arises in relation to foster carers  
who do not have a dependant child of their 
own (where the foster child would not be 
considered the dependant of the foster carer  
as the child’s natural parent still has legal 
responsibility). In such cases, the foster carer 
requiring income support would receive 
Newstart.  They would be able to access an 
exemption for 13 weeks at a time from full-time 
participation requirements when they have a 
foster child in their care.  Between periods of 
providing foster care, the carer would need to 
meet full-time job search requirements. 

Domestic Violence: Single parents with  
part-time participation requirements may  
be entitled to a case-by-case special family 
circumstances exemption for up to 16 weeks  
if they have experienced domestic violence.   
The parent must have ceased to be a member  
of a couple in the proceeding 26 week period 
and have experienced domestic violence in  
this period. 

Parents Caring for a Child with a 
Disability:  Parents caring for a child with a 
disability or medical condition can qualify for a 
case-by-base exemption from part-time 
participation requirements for up to 12 months 
(with capacity to renew this).  To qualify, the care 
provided by the parent must preclude them 
from working part time, even when the child is 
in school.  To demonstrate this, the parent 
needs to provide Centrelink with a letter from 
the child’s school or treating doctor indicating 
that the parent needs to be constantly on hand 
or on call to assist their child at school.  This rule 
is in policy rather than legislation in recognition 
of the variable impact of different disabilities or 
medical conditions and the fact that the child’s 
ability to participate in school independently of 
their parent may change over time.

In cases where constant care is provided for a 
child with a severe or profound disability, the 
parent may qualify for Carer Payment (child) 
which is a Department of Families, Housing, 
Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 
(FaHCSIA) payment.  Carer Payment does not 
have a workforce participation requirement.
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Job seekers aged 55 years and over are able to 
meet their activity test requirements through 
participation in part-time activities. 

Job seekers aged 55 and over are able to fully 
meet their activity test requirements through:

participation in at least 30 hours per fortnight  �

of suitable part-time paid employment or 
approved self-employment; or
participation in unpaid approved voluntary  �

work for a minimum of 30 hours per 
fortnight; or
a combination of unpaid approved   �

voluntary work and suitable part-time paid 
work totalling a minimum of 30 hours  
per fortnight.

Job seekers aged 55 years and over who are 
meeting their activity test requirements 
through any of the above activities are not 
required to look for any additional work, report 
job searches to Centrelink or participate in any 
other activity, including Job Network. They must 
remain connected to their appropriate 
employment service provider and cannot be 
exited. They are still obliged to accept suitable 
paid work (either full time or an increase in 
hours) or referral to job interviews, but are 
deemed to be meeting all other requirements 
while engaged in this activity. They have no 
Mutual Obligation requirements. However, job 
seekers aged 59 years and under may be 
referred to full-time Work for the Dole (WfD) if 
they are very long-term unemployed.

Job seekers aged 55 and over who are not 
meeting their activity test requirements 
through any of the above means are subject to 
the same activity test requirements as other 
NSA job seekers, i.e. they will be required to 
report job searches to Centrelink and can be 
compulsorily referred to an appropriate 
employment service provider.

Where a job seeker aged 55 and over is 
participating in suitable part-time paid 
employment or approved self-employment for 
a minimum of 30 hours per fortnight, they are 
deemed to be fully meeting their activity test 
and they are not required to attend interviews 
with their employment service provider (job 
seekers must attend an initial interview with 
their employment service provider but do not 
have to participate after their initial interview). 
These job seekers, however, must be available 
for suitable paid work, including full-time work, 
and must accept all referrals to job interviews.

Job seekers aged 55 years and over in receipt of 
Newstart Allowance (NSA) must accept 
increased hours of suitable work if it is offered 
to them. However, a mature age job seeker 
aged 55 years and over who is a principal 
carer parent on NSA or Parenting Payment 
cannot be required to accept full-time work or 
additional hours if they are already working at 
least 30 hours per fortnight. Also, people with a 
partial work capacity on NSA are subject to a 
range of different requirements concerning the 
hours they can work, depending upon their 
assessed capacity. 

Attachment G—Current Participation Requirements for Job Seekers 
Aged 55 and Over
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Participation requirements for mature-age  job seekers

Category Requirements Activity to satisfy 
requirements

Activity to fully meet 
requirements

50–54 year old 
job seekers on 
NSA 

full-time—same 
requirements as 
all other NSA 
recipients

N/A full-time paid work —same 
activity level as all other 
NSA recipients

Mature-age job 
seeker 55+ on 
NSA 

full-time 
participation 
requirements

30 hours per fortnight 
of paid work, 
voluntary work, or a 
combination of both. 

full-time paid work

Mature-age 
principal carer 
55+ on NSA

part-time 
participation 
requirements

30 hours per fortnight 
of voluntary work, or 
a combination of 
paid and voluntary 
work. 

15 hours of paid work per 
week, OR 

20 hours of full-time study 
per week. 2

Mature-age 55+ 
principal carer on 
Parenting 
Payment (PP)

part-time 
participation 
requirements

30 hours per fortnight 
of voluntary work, or 
a combination of 
paid and voluntary 
work. 

15 hours of paid work per 
week, OR 

20 hours of full-time study 
per week.

Mature age on PP 
or NSA with 
Partial Capacity 
to Work (PCW)

assessed by Job 
Capacity 
Assessment (JCA)

as per JCA 
assessment

as per JCA assessment
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