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A proposal to design and build a
Coordinated Disability Management System 

A project to deliver a Whole of Life Approach to Disability Reform

“The moment of enlightenment 
is when a person’s dreams of 
possibilities become images of 

probabilities.”
Vic Bradden

������
����������

��������������

��������������
��������

���������
������������

������
��������

��������
���������

��������

�����������������
�������

 

People with Disabilities in Australia 
Basic Facts

No. of people 3.9 million (20% of pop.) 
 Physical  14.8% 
 Sensory  2.1% 
 Intellectual  0.8% 
 Psychiatric  2.2% 
Workforce Participation 
 Rate (15-64 yrs) 53.3% (vs 80.6% gen. pop.) 
No. who could be working  606,000 
Welfare payments $A10.5 billion p.a. 
Opportunity Cost (est) $A54.2 billion p.a. 
            Source: AIHW, Jan 1996

The dawning of a new millennium has brought with it a 
significant shift in thinking in our community about people 

with disabilities and their role in our society. Governments 
and smart businesses in particular are beginning to see 
what people with disabilities have known for years—disability 
does not need to be a barrier to full participation in our 
society. 

Evidence of this change can be seen everywhere. The 
Australian Federal Government’s Welfare to Work Reform 
strategy (and the associated injection of an additional $3.6 
billion over the next three years, a significant proportion of 
which is focused on disability reform) is based on two things: 
the imperatives of an increasing number of Australians on 
the Disability Support Pension and other welfare payments, 
the looming skills shortage crisis and an ageing population—
and a parallel recognition that people with disabilities can 
and want to work. 

Smart businesses—large, medium and small—are 
increasingly seeing the benefits of employing people 
with disabilities and as consumers of their products and 
services. And they are finding that, often contrary to their 
expectations, including people with disabilities is nowhere 
near as difficult or as costly as they had imagined. As these 
companies share their experience with others—and as more 
people with disabilities become part of the workforce—even 
more businesses will decide to make people with disabilities 
a strategic priority in their business.

As exciting as this is for people with disabilities, their families 
and friends, governments of all levels, the business sector 
and the community as a whole, we have only just embarked 
on this journey and we have a long way to go.

Strategic Thinking—A New Approach

Several years ago the Ability Australia Foundation—
comprising a group of experienced business, political 
and community leaders—re-examined the entire process 
of disability reform, driven by a belief that people with 
disabilities don’t need to be sitting at home living on 
welfare and a recognition that, despite significant effort and 
investment over many years we have seen only a marginal 
improvement in the participation of people with disabilities in 
education, the work force and the community generally.

The result was a new model for disability reform that we 
call the Whole of Life Approach. It represents a dramatic 
change in thinking about the “business” of disability reform. 

Its three-pronged approach recognises that for the majority 
of people with disabilities three things combine—the 
significant infrastructure barriers they face every day, the 
low expectations placed on them by the community and 
their overall sense of disempowerment—to make living a 
fulfilling, productive life a pipe dream for more than 600,000 
Australians with disabilities of working age who are currently 
dependent on the nation’s welfare system.

In the past few years the Whole of Life Approach to disability 
reform has become the centrepiece of Australia’s approach 
to government policy and business thinking. Its merits are 
also being recognised around the world in the US, the UK, 
New Zealand and most recently by the United Nations in 
Asia. 
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National Winners of the 
Prime Minister’s 

Employer 
of the Year Award 2005

Just some of the Australian 
companies who believe 
employing people with 
disabilities makes good 
business sense

From Theory to Practice

The challenge now is one of implementation—we need to 
put the Whole of Life business model for disability reform into 
operation.

In doing so we face a significant challenge. Disability reform 
is a complex business. It involves virtually every aspect 
of our society including all levels of government and the 
business and community sectors. People with disabilities 
need a smooth pathway through their day—just as everyone 
else does. Their specific requirements vary from person to 
person and disability to disability, but for everyone it means 
access to whatever personal support they may need, private 
and public transport, education, employment, the spoken 
and written word, the legal and health systems and so on. 
They need to and want to buy the products and services 
we all buy. No one sector of our society delivers all these 
things—we all have a role to play.

As complex as the 
disability business is 
at a tactical level, at a 
strategic level it is no 
different to any other 
complex enterprise. It is 
the business of moving 
people with disabilities 
from welfare to work, 
from institutional to 
independent living, from 
social isolation to full 
participation. It needs to 
operate like any other 
business or enterprise: 
Input-process-output. 

The inputs include “raw materials” (people with disabilities 
currently living on welfare), money (social investment), 
people (the rehabilitation specialists, counsellors, teachers, 
job placement specialists...even the bus drivers who help 
people with disabilities on and off the bus) and intellectual 
property (the knowledge of how this is done—the Whole of 
Life Approach). 

The processes include R&D, “production” (the education 
system is the primary “factory” of disability reform), finance, 
planning, human resources (hundreds of thousands of 
people work in disability reform in Australia), marketing and 
sales, distribution. 

And the outputs are people with disabilities participating in 
society and the workforce, a stronger economy and a model 

for building our society.

As any complex business or enterprise knows, it is 
impossible to run a successful enterprise without an effective 
management structure. Disability reform has no such 
structure. This paper proposes a structure to bring together 
all the pieces of the disability reform enterprise using the 
Whole of Life Approach as its business model.

Managing Disability Reform—An Integrated 
Approach

The options that any enterprise considers in creating a 
management structure (and they include the traditional 
hierarchical structure, matrix management, distributed 
management, etc) must take into account the nature of the 
business itself. 

The traditional (and common) hierarchical management 
structure with a single 
entity operating under a 
Board of Directors, CEO, 
divisions, departments, 
etc would be an 
inappropriate model for 
overall management 
of the disability reform 
“virtual enterprise”. 
Unlike a traditional 
enterprise, all aspects 
of which are focused on 
achieving the objectives 
of the enterprise itself, 
Disability Reform 
needs to include a vast 
array of government 

departments, businesses and social enterprises. For the 
majority of these enterprises people with disabilities are only 
part of their business. All transport providers, for example, 
need to provide their services to passengers with disabilities. 
And people with disabilities depend on them to do so as part 
of their ability to lead a productive life. But transport is also 
required by everyone else so people with disabilities will 
always be just one of a number of transport industry market 
segments. The same logic applies to virtually every other 
enterprise.

Every enterprise operates under the “input-process-output” 
model described above. All do research and development, 
production, human resources, planning, etc. We need them 
to include a focus on people with disabilities in each of these 
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business processes. And just as importantly we need to 
find a way to link each of these processes within individual 
enterprises with the same processes in all the other 
enterprises that have a role to play in disability reform—and 
that includes virtually every government department, private 
business and community organisation in our society. 

We need, for example, to link the planning processes of 
personal care agencies with those of transport providers, 
educational institutions and employers to ensure that a 
person with a disability can get out of bed in the morning, 
get transport to school, university or TAFE, progress to 
employment and then return home at night. Just one 
weak link in this chain is often enough to stop a potentially 
productive person with a disability from moving from welfare 
to work. We need to manage the vast human resources 
dedicated to disability reform in an effective, cohesive way. 
We need to manage the enormous financial resources that 
are being applied to disability reform in a way that ensures 
an effective overall return on investment for our nation. We 
need a consistent set of marketing messages to convince 
the Australian people of the value of people with disabilities 
as workers, consumers and contributors to our society.

Management by Matrix

Other organisations that have grappled with this type of 
complexity have found a Matrix Management approach has 
been effective. This approach could also work to provide a 
co-ordinated approach to disability reform.

The key advantage of a matrix approach to managing 
disability reform is that responsibility for delivery of reform 
at the individual enterprise level would remain with the 
enterprise, ensuring that “on the ground” changes would be 
managed by those with the capacity to make them happen. 
At the same time, though, the matrix would allow for co-
ordination of the aforementioned business processes across 
the many enterprises that need to be involved in creating a 
pathway for people with disabilities from welfare-to-work.

The Coordinated Disability Management System 
Project

We propose that a project be established to design 
and implement the disability reform “virtual enterprise”, 
tentatively called the National Whole of Life Management 
System. This two-year project will design a national structure 
that will bring together the currently fragmented elements 
of disability reform and create a partnership with the 
government, business and community sectors, 

Project Objectives
It is proposed that the project will: 

• Define the current structure for disability reform in 
Australia, identifying its strengths and weaknesses.

• Create a detailed map of the organisations, people, 
projects and other activities currently being undertaken 
in Australia in the disability reform area.

• Examine world best practice in disability reform 
management and identify other similar structures, for 
example the National Disaster Plan, that can inform the 
project of alternative models.

• Establish a set of key objectives for and benefits of a 
coordinated approach.

• Identify and directly involve the key organisations and 
people who are part of the overall disability reform 
process.

• Identify and quantify the opportunities that exist in taking 
a coordinated approach for the nation overall and the 
business, government and community sectors.

• In particular focus on determining how the business 
sector can be engaged in disability reform by identifying 
the business opportunities in employing people with 
disabilities and targeting the disability sector as a new 
market.

• Define and test a “whole of government model” to co-
ordinate all aspects of disability reform across all levels 
of government.

• Develop a model of social Investment that will show how 
approaching disability reform as an effectively managed 
enterprise will provide a positive return on investment for 
all sectors.

• In consultation with key bodies, design a structure, 
role and business model for a co-ordinating body, 
independent of any one sector but capable of directly 
engaging and influencing all sectors.

• Gain agreement for the implementation of this structure 
from the Council of Australian Governments.

• Sell the nation as a whole and key players in particular 
on the need for and benefits of this approach.

• Oversee the establishment of the co-ordinating body.

Methodology and Project Team
The first year of the project will involve research, 
consultation and business process design culminating 
in a recommendation to be considered by the Council of 
Australian Governments. The second year will be focused 
primarily on the implementation of the new structure leading 
to hand over of the overall process to the new structure at 
the end of the second year.

This is an exciting and challenging opportunity to make 
real progress in disability reform in Australia. The challenge 
relates to the complexity of the new business model that will 
be created. This project needs and deserves the focus of 
some of the country’s top strategic thinkers with experience 
at senior business levels and in disability reform. The 
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proposed team all have extensive experience managing 
complex projects and have been involved over many years 
in helping to formulate and implement a range of national 
strategies including those related to disability reform.

This proposal recommends the establishment of a small, 
highly experienced team comprising a Project Director, 
Business Manager, Communications Manager, Research/
Development Manager, two researchers and two support 
staff to run this project over a two-year period. In addition 
to these positions funded by the project itself, positions 
will created for full-time secondees from the Federal 
Government (DEWR and PM&C), and State Government 
(potentially one from each State or under the single-state 
model outlined below, from that State, from departments 
of Treasury, Disability Services, State and Regional 
Development, Education and Transport). 

This core team will call on other resources including 
specialist consultants (fee-based) and from the government, 
business (ACCI/BCA and individual companies), community 
and university sectors on a casual, mostly pro bono basis as 
required.

Governance Framework
The project could be conducted under the auspices of 
the Council of Australian Governments, possibly under 
its Human Capital initiative, led either by the Federal 
Government (preferably the Department of Prime Moinister 
and Cabinet) or the Premier’s Depatment of a State 
Government. 

In either case the project will need to actively and directly 
involve Federal, State and Local government, the business 
sector and key disability groups.

If an organisation outside government with appropriate 
expertise were sought to manage the project, the Ability 
Australia Foundation could undertake this role. If so, it would 
establish and manage an independent Project Management 
Committee consisting of representatives of the Federal 
and State governments, peak industry bodies and peak 
disability organisations (maximum eight individuals) to 
ensure accountability of the project itself and its outcomes. 
The Project Management Committee would establish an 
independent project evaluation at the commencement of the 
project to be run in parallel to it. 

In addition it is recommended that an Experts’ Group be 
established, consisting of thought leaders in disability, 
social reform and investment, business development and 
community building. This group would act as a “sounding 
board” for the project as it works through some of the 
complex issues involved.

Funding
This project will require Government funding of $3.6 million 
per annum for two years. It is anticipated that this funding 
would be offered by the Federal and the hosting State 
governments. The value of seconments and other in-kind 
support is estimated at approximately a further $1 million pa. 
(IBM has offered this support).

This project could commence operation immediately.

The Coordinating Body - Preliminary Thinking
A key outcome of the project is likely to be a 
recommendation on the role and structure of a co-ordinating 
body that we believe will be essential in assuring the 
success of a coordinated national approach to disability 

reform. Preliminary thinking is that the co-ordinating body 
would have three key functions:

1. To manage a range of applied research and 
development activities (similar to a Co-operative 
Research Centre but possibly outside that program),

2. To provide direct support to organisations to assist 
them to include people with disabilities in each of 
their business processes (planning, finance, human 
resources, marketing, etc) and to link the same business 
processes across multiple enterprises, and

3. To own and manage some of the core business 
processes of disability reform that are best managed 
centrally (the implementation of a National Marketing 
Strategy, for example).

The co-ordinating body would likely be a partnership 
between government, business and the community sector 
and include direct involvement of the university sector. It 
would be focused on identifying the needs and challenges 
of each sector and developing practical solutions to address 
them. 

This is a very different approach to the disability issue, 
particularly for the business sector. In most cases 
businesses contribute to initiatives in the disability area 
primarily from a philanthropic perspective. Our business-
oriented focus will aim to create a structure that will deliver 
direct value to each sector in the community, encouraging 
a view of disability reform as an investment leading to a 
positive return for all involved.

Discussions have already taken place at senior levels in 
Federal and State governments, businesses including IBM, 
Westpac and Toyota, universities including Melbourne 
University, Sydney University, ANU and Deakin and a range 
of disability-focused community groups. The need for a 
coordinated management approach to disability reform has 
been universally endorsed (most recently by the Employers 
Roundtable for People with Disabilities and the Client and 
Student Voice Action Group) and expressions of interest 
for direct involvement in this initiative are numerous and 
increasing.

Contact

For further information please contact:

Dr Mark Bagshaw 
Chairman, The Ability Australia Foundation 
302/36 Refinery Drive, Pyrmont, NSW, 2009 
ph: +61-2-9571-7733  
mbagshaw@au1.ibm.com

©The Ability Australia Foundation Inc. 2006
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