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Transforming an 
organisation is always a combination of
art and science, and organisations embark on this journey 
in response to their own unique circumstances. Once in a 
generation or so, we experience a policy or market shift 
which causes a whole sector to take a deep breath and 
examine itself from top to bottom. For organisations in the 
Disability Services Sector, the introduction of the National 
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) is that shift.

Background.
One of the most significant changes brought about by 
the NDIS is the transition from block funding (government 
provides large, relatively stable multi-year chunks of 
funding to service providers) to individual user funding 
(government provides individualised funding packages to 
eligible people with disability, who then purchase services 
from a provider of their choice). The Scheme is expected to 
apply to 460,000 people when fully operational. There are 
a multitude of resources available online from government 
agencies and service providers to help the uninitiated to 
understand the NDIS. The Australian Parliament’s overview 
provides a good start.

Change is hard at the best of times, but sector-wide change 
like the NDIS can feel overwhelming, and this has been 
palpable at Sector conferences and public forums over 
recent years. 

The ABC’s Q&A program on June 25 explored the issues 
surrounding the NDIS with a panel of stakeholders, and 
provides a great illustration of the range of attitudes 
which exist in the Sector and the community around this 
change. It is an issue which is both emotionally and 
politically charged, adding complexity to the 
organisational challenges facing providers in the sector.

Regardless of where we each stand on the controversies 
that have surrounded the scheme, we can likely agree that 
the principles behind the NDIS (e.g. the importance of 
choice and control for service users) are admirable and, if 
implemented successfully, that the Scheme has the potential 
to improve the lives of many Australians living with a disability. 
For the foreseeable future at least, the NDIS is here to stay, 
so extracting the best possible outcomes for clients under 
the scheme is priority #1 for affected providers.

Because of its phased roll-out, organisations subject to 
later-stage implementation of the NDIS have the benefit of 
learning from those who went before them, but their own 
unique context will still shape how their structures, systems 
and process need to adjust to the change.

ThinkPaper.
A once-in-a-generation opportunity for sector-wide reflection and
rejuvenation comes with its fair share of challenges.
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Learning from the leaders who have walked the path.
J&G Consulting has the privilege of supporting organisations in Disability Services and other parts of 
the Not-For-Profit Sector to adjust to, manage and get the best out of organisational changes both big and small. 

We spoke to a selection of leaders in the Sector to understand the impact of the NDIS from their 
organisation’s perspective, and found that while there are unique challenges in each service provider’s context, 
there are plenty of common lessons which can benefit others in the sector as they gear-up for NDIS rollout, or 
any other major change in a Not-For-Profit purpose-driven organisation.

Small regional provider            Medium sized state-wide providers Large national provider

Debbie Bailey
Chief Executive Officer
Toowoomba Clubhouse

Peter Sydes
CEO (2011-2017)
Mercy Community Services 
SEQ Ltd  
(currently Company Director 
and Independent Contractor)

Steve Eltis
Director of People & Culture 
Wesley Mission Qld

Chris Chippendale
Executive Lead,  
Disability Reform
Life Without Barriers

• ~$1.2m turnover
•  Provider of psychosocial

support and employment
and training support for
clients with mental illness.

• ~$70m turnover
•  Family and child support 

services; aged care;
disability support services; 
refugee/asylum seeker
support services.

• ~$180m turnover
•  Provider of in-home and

residential aged care;
retirement living services;
disability support services;
mental health support
services; child care;
employment and training
support; and commercial
services (e.g. commercial
kitchen & laundry).

• ~$500m turnover
•  Provider of disability 

support services; child & 
family support; mental 
health services; aged care;
and refugee/asylum seeker
support services.



Breaking the transformation into manageable pieces.

While the NDIS will bring about a whole-of-organisation transformation for many providers, our discussions with sector 
leaders revealed that this transformation could be broken down into four key chunks.
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Enterprise
strategy

How will the change affect 
our reason for being and 
the type of services we 
provide to consumers?

Supporting 
processes

How do we keep all 
employees and stakeholders 
informed of the change and 
its impact on them? How do 
we manage the changing 
nature of our relationships 
with funders, consumers and 
other stakeholders?

Workforce 
planning

How do we expect the NDIS 
to shape our roles over time? 
Do we have all the skills we’ll 
need? If not, where will they 
come from?

Organisational 
design

Do we have the right
functions and roles to deliver 
on our strategic response? 
Are they structured in a way 
that makes it easiest for 
employees to deliver what 
need from them?

What impact will this have 
on service delivery? How should we respond to 

the requirement for a more 
agile workforce in a consumer-
driven marketplace?



Enterprise 
Strategy:  
Setting the Course
In the current climate, the frenetic 

pace of change and uncertainty surrounding the future 
source and amount of funding available has seen many small 
and medium-sized providers forced to amalgamate or fold 
altogether. According to Peter Sydes, Mercy Community 
Services SEQ Ltd CEO from 2011 to 2017 (currently a 
Company Director and Independent Contractor in the 
Sector), it is now more important than ever for providers 
to take time to think holistically about their strategic value 
proposition for the long term, rather than chasing short-
term one-off sources of revenue. 

For the majority of organisations that provide disability 
support services, the NDIS will warrant a strategic 
realignment of some sort. For others, though, whose 
clientele is only partly subject to user-pays funding models 
under the NDIS, there may be a choice to make regarding 
how many eggs to place in the NDIS basket. 

For Toowoomba Clubhouse, whose psychosocial support 
services are not comprehensively covered by the NDIS, it 
has been important to accurately understand how many 
members (clients) will be applying for NDIS funding, so it 
can plan accordingly. As a small organisation, Clubhouse 
does not have the economies of scale to stretch the small 
margins available under a fee per-hour funding model to 
cover its organisational costs, so, according to CEO Debbie 
Bailey, it is vital to demonstrate value in order to compete 
for alternative revenue sources such as gap funding.
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“Now more than ever it is vitally important to demonstrate value to 
funders, clients and the community.” – Debbie Bailey
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Organisational 
Design: Realigning 
to New Realities
While redesigning the structure, 

roles and processes of an organisation to meet the its 
changing needs is never a panacea, it is often a key early 
step. Effective organisational design is intended to make it 
easier for employees to deliver what’s expected of them, 
and should pay due attention to both the formal (e.g. 
the roles and direct reporting relationships) and informal 
(e.g. cross-functional relationships which form organically) 
aspects of the organisation. 

Because the NDIS mandates a change in both funding and 
service delivery models, most organisations in the sector 
can be expected to make some design changes. At the 
‘light touch’ end of the redesign spectrum, this will mean 
adjustments to the accountabilities of some roles, such 
as the addition of change management responsibility 
to leadership roles, or the addition of administrative and 
processing accountabilities to service delivery positions. 

At the other end of the spectrum, redesign may involve the 
creation of entirely new positions or units in the structure 
to take ownership of service lines or support functions. In 
order to be sustainable, however, organisational design 
decisions will need to be made within the confines of the 
NDIS pricing structure. For example, providers creating 
additional positions in this market must ensure that the 
benefits outweigh the costs of additional overheads which 
are essentially unfunded by the NDIS. 

Change and Project Management
Recognising the scope of change to daily operations that 
would come with the NDIS, Life Without Barriers created a 
specialised unit in its structure to focus on the management of 
the change – from gathering data to developing policies and 
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procedures – providing informed support to leaders in making 
the big decisions about the organisation’s future and removing 
the burden of additional research work from frontline staff.

Administration and Finance
Life Without Barriers also chose to invest in additional 
administrative support positions to manage the 

sactional proctran essing (e.g. issuing invoices and tracking 
payments) which comes along with the NDIS. This served 
two key purposes: 1) Bringing the right administrative skills 
into the organisation to do this important work – slip-ups 
in invoicing can prove extremely costly in this environment; 
and 2) Freeing up frontline service delivery positions to 
focus on caring for clients. Being dragged away from client 
service can be a source of frustration for frontline workers, 
and can contribute to lowering staff morale and increasing 
the risk of burnout as employees are pushed to work 
outside their strengths.

Customer Experience
The implementation of a user-pays system warrants an 
even sharper focus on clients’ experiences in navigating 
a provider’s different offerings and accessing the right 
service for them. This can be a confusing process, as many 
providers have historically been structured in 
discrete service-based functions - a sensible approach in 
the days of block funding -  and must now adapt to a 
more fluid movement of customers across service lines. 

All of the leaders we spoke to cited Customer Experience 
as a key function for success under the NDIS. In the case of 
Mercy Community Services SEQ Ltd, the changing nature 
of the provider-customer dynamic led to investment in 
new customer-centric service development roles and the 
creation of a Customer Experience function, a first for the 
organisation. 

Peter Sydes describes this as an investment akin to 
seed funding for future service offerings. By taking 
the calculated risk of creating new roles and supporting 
them to work alongside and within the local community 



to meet prospective clients where they were, rather than 
waiting for them to find the service on their own and make 
the initial call or visit an office, Mercy Community Services 
SEQ Ltd was able to grow its client base in NDIS Support 
Coordination and Plan Management from zero to 300 
within six months.

Like any investment this required both bravery and prudence 
- trading off potential financial losses in the immediate 
term for long-term benefits to clients, while keeping a 
close eye on progress towards the “break even” point for 
the investment and nimbly managing any roadblocks to 
sustainable service growth along the way.

Commercialisation & Business Development
For a long time, ‘business’ has been a dirty word in the 
NFP Sector, but with the prevalence of competitive funding 
in many parts of the Sector and the advent of a user pays 
system in disability services, providers cannot afford to 
ignore their brand presence and marketing, or the 
efficiency of their processes and operations.

Brand visibility is vital in a competitive market place 
and for some providers achieving visibility will involve 
an overhaul of their brand strategy and execution which 
extends all the way down to their marketing collateral 
and web presence. For a sector with little experience 
of mass marketing and a history of relying heavily on 
relationships with block funders and word of mouth to 
secure a client base, this is no mean feat. For larger, 
well-established organisations like Life Without Barriers, 
this has involved a significant ramping up of public 
marketing campaigns to make their brand much more 
recognisable to potential clients and stakeholders 
nation-wide. 

For smaller local providers with no previous formalised 
marketing functions, this represents a key step on 
their maturation journey. Toowoomba Clubhouse, for 

example, has invested in both an expansion of its 
traditional marketing collateral to raise public 
awareness of its services; and the creation of its first-ever 
specialist Business Services position to proactively support 
business development efforts and manage the need 
for sharper regulatory compliance and best practice 
in business processes in a more competitive market.
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“Customer Experience is unequivocally important. If the customer 
doesn’t connect with your service then they will leave.” – Peter Sydes



Workforce 
Planning:  
A Whole New 
Labour Market

In 2018, it seems almost no industry is unaffected by the 
rise of the gig economy, and with the advent of fee-for-
service models, the NFP Sector has not been spared. In a 
landscape where non-traditional providers are ‘Uber-ising’ 
the sector’s workforce (e.g. establishing shelf companies 
which engage individual subcontractors to deliver services 
on an ad-hoc basis) established providers are faced with 
both challenges and opportunities. While attraction and 
retention of quality staff within wage limitations will always 
be challenging, providers with a track-record of quality 
service delivery can leverage their ability to provide 
continuity of care and invest in real relationships with 
clients, rather than transactional encounters, as a point of 
competitive advantage. 

For smaller providers in particular, the nature of the funding 
model has meant that employers cannot provide staff with 
the permanency and job security which may have been 
available under block funding models in the past. This adds 
a layer of additional challenge when it comes to attracting 
and retaining quality staff. 

As Debbie Bailey notes, providers like Toowoomba 
Clubhouse must now be extremely savvy in their 
understanding of operating costs at a per-hour level of detail 
in order to make prudent staffing decisions. In many cases, 
the low margins from National Disability Insurance Agency 
(NDIA) payments mean that organisations may not be able 
to afford staff with all the desired qualifications, and must 

focus instead on alignment to the organisation’s purpose 
and demonstration of its values as key selection criteria, 
while also keeping an eye on overhead expenditures such 
as staff development and compliance initiatives which are 
not covered by NDIS funding.

For medium-sized organisations like Wesley Mission 
Queensland (WMQ), the breadth of services offered makes 
workforce planning a data-intensive process. Director of 
People & Cuture, Steve Eltis, notes the importance of taking 
stock of the trends which have affected the workforce over 
the past 3-5 years and extrapolating – as accurately as is 
possible – to forecast what the next 3-5 years will bring, 
including the identification of critical roles. As a provider 
of healthcare services, WMQ’s critical roles will increasingly 
include Data Analysts and Information Security specialists 
to make best use of the much sought-after consumer data 
the organisation holds, and keep it safe. 

When it comes to building the workforce of the future, 
it pays for providers to get creative. WMQ has achieved 
success by exploring partnerships with organisations 
both inside and outside the Sector, such as an Indigenous 
Employment Support partnership with the Brisbane 
Broncos. 

Toowoomba Clubhouse’s experience also 
demonstrates that outside major metropolitan 
areas, finding a commercial skillset within the NFP 
Sector can be particularly challenging. Providers in 
these situations must keep an open mind in 
considering talent from outside the Sector, being 
sure not to overlook the skillsets which may be 
hiding in plain sight within the organisation already.

In this climate, a well-designed and clearly articulated 
Employee Value Proposition (EVP) becomes more 
important than ever. Sometimes, NFP organisations can 
become so laser-focused on their clients (for all the right 
reasons) that 
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they miss opportunities to create truly great workplaces 
and support staff to develop long and rewarding careers in 
the Sector. This will become increasingly perilous as NDIS 
implementation progresses, the labour market becomes 
more mobile, and as downward pressure on operating 
expenses increases.
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“We need to ask ourselves: What is our EVP to a new employee 
regardless of where they come from? If you establish a good EVP 
and diversify your sources of recruitment you’re in with a much better 
chance. ” – Steve Eltis



Supporting 
Processes: 
Finding and 
Communicating 

Clarity Among the Chaos
Many of the lessons learned through the NDIS experience 
are common to all organisational transformation processes, 
regardless of industry. This is especially true when it 
comes to the importance of effective communication 
and change  implementation support. A provider’s value 
proposition will only reach its potential if the organisation 
clearly articulates it in the market. Similarly, leaders 
will find it difficult to guide an organisation towards its 
strategic goals if employees, clients, funders, and other 
stakeholders don’t understand the rationale behind the 
decisions they make.

Leave nobody in the dark.
System-wide change requires everyone - from consumers/
clients and their families and supporters all the way through 
to senior decision-makers and everyone in-between - to be 
on their toes and kept informed of what’s happening, how, 
when and why. 

As Chris Chippendale points out, changes like the NDIS 
touch almost every part of an affected organisation, so it’s 
important not to leave anyone in the dark – this includes 
Boards, and employees in corporate/support functions who 
may otherwise only hear about the NDIS through the media 
and consequently have an incomplete view of what it will 
mean for their organisation. 

In a more dynamic marketplace, clients and the community 
expect access to current information via online, 
so providers must pay close attention to their web 
presence. Toowoomba Clubhouse, for example, recently 
invested in the revamp of their website to make it user-
friendly and enable staff to easily edit content and 
make the most of real-time opportunities for 
engagement with members. 

New customers, new dynamics.
Most NFPs are ultimately in the business of 
relationship management -  with their clients/
consumers, their communities and their funding 
bodies. Systemic change has the capacity to affect all of 
these relationships for the better or worse, depending on 
how organisations manage the change. In the case of 
the NDIS, many organisations are transitioning from 
largely State-based funding to Federal funding, and 
this involves the dissolution or scaling-back of 
relationships with State agencies and the development 
of new relationships with bodies such as the NDIA. 
Engagement with the NDIA presents a set of new 
challenges all its own: it’s a new organisation still bedding 
down its processes and establishing the right people in 
the right roles, and it’s a widely geographically dispersed 
entity.

When facilitating strategic planning processes for 
J&G Consulting’s clients in the Sector, one of the first 
questions we ask is “Who is your customer?” For 
block-funded providers or those backed by a small number 
of benefactors (e.g. charitable organisations supported 
by philanthropic donations or a Religious Institution), this 
question is usually reasonably easy to answer: These 
organisations are typically engaged in a provider-
customer relationship with their funder for the benefit 
of their client base.  
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In a more dynamic Disability Services marketplace, communicating the 
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For organisations which find themselves in a more 
competitive marketplace, however, these relationships are 
much more difficult to disentangle. In situations where the 
service recipient is ultimately determining which services 
to purchase - albeit with money provided by government 
- they become the customer and this creates an entirely 
new dynamic.

This question is important to answer clearly because the 
answer will help to shape service delivery approaches 
and organisational design.

Taking care of our own.
When looking strategically at massive change, it can be 
easy to forget the impact on employees at a very 
personal level. Even when job security is not at risk, 
major change creates heightened stress for many staff, 
and organisations need to be prepared to meet the 
workforce’s need for additional support or risk increased 
workers’ compensation claims, staff disengagement and 
turnover.

WMQ has recently created its first workforce Wellbeing 
Specialist position, focusing on the organisation’s 
response to major change and how it impacts employee 
resilience, health and wellbeing. For other organisations, 
increasing the availability of Employee Assistance Services 
throughout the change period will be a necessary 
minimum investment in the health and sustainability of the 
workforce.
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“When your staff and stakeholders only hear about a major change 
through the media, you lose control of the message and you’re 
subject to the impact of stigma. It’s important that people hear the 
whole story.” - Chris Chippendale



Looking to the 
Horizon
While successfully adapting to a 
major change like NDIS roll-out 
represents a huge achievement for 

any provider, it seems unlikely that we’ll see the end of 
Sector reform and continued change any time soon. So, it 
pays for leaders in the Sector to keep a keen eye on the 
horizon and prepare to get ahead of the next wave.  

Towards a more engaged and empowered 
consumer base.
If implemented successfully, one of the most positive longer-
term outcomes of the NDIS will be the empowerment 
of consumers in the marketplace. That is, ultimately 
consumers will have the information and support they  
need to make autonomous decisions about which providers 
they choose to engage. While this will be a gradual process 
for consumers with long-standing experience of block 
funding arrangements, Chris Chippendale foresees that 
consumers will gradually become more mobile in the 
marketplace and more willing to “shop around” to find 
the best service. Providers will likely have a role to play in 
supporting the empowerment of their customers, but they 
will also need to be agile enough to respond to changes 
in customers’ expectations as their level of empowerment 
and sophistication grows.

Continuously demonstrating value.
More competition in the marketplace means providers 
will need to keep pushing the envelope when it comes to 
demonstrating the value they add, both to their clients and 
to funding bodies. Bedding down evaluation processes at the 
individual program level and organisation-wide level will be 

an important element of this commitment for many providers, 
and some like Wesley Mission Queensland are reaching out  
to universities to support their evaluation activities.

Final food for thought.
It is ironic that at a time of increasing competition between 
providers, it is vital for organisations in the Not-For-Profit 
Sector to collaborate and learn from one another. For those 
in the sector still embarking on a transformation process, 
we suggest the following is a good place to start.

Key strategic questions to ask your Executive Team:
•  Is our reason for being the same under the NDIS

as it was before? What has changed?
•  Who is our customer now? What role do we play

un their lives?
•  What is our value proposition as a service provider

in this marketplace?
•  Which services do we choose to provide in this

new or changed marketplace and which will we
choose not to provide?

•  What best differentiates us from the competition
in attracting and retaining clients?

•  What best differentiates us from the competition
in attracting and retaining employees?

Key capabilities in the Not-For-Profit workforce of the 
future:
•  Sector Engagement & Relationship Management

to navigate the new dynamics in provider-funder
relationships and keep communication lines
with the NDIA open, and provide an effective
brokerage service where needed

•  Business Development and Marketing to reach
potential clients where they are, rather than relying 
on word of mouth
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Increasing consumer empowerment will continue to keep providers 
on their toes.



•  Customer Experience & Journey Management
to guide clients through a potentially confusing
process and ensure they access the right service
for them

•  Administrative and financial processing savvy to
deal with the additional volume and complexity
of transactions and reporting requirements under
the scheme

•  Data Analytics to make the best possible use
of the comprehensive data stored in Customer
Relationship Management systems to inform
continuous service improvement

•  Information Security to keep this valuable and
sensitive data safe.
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Let’s talk.
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M: +61 (0)423 632 000
E: fjohnston@johnstongoldsmith.com.au
Linkedin:linkedin.com/in/fleurjohnston

Head office:
Ground Floor
Cnr Jane Street & Riverside Drive
West End, Brisbane QLD 4101 Australia 
PO Box 5828, West End QLD 4101 Australia

T: +61 7 3844 0124
E: hello@johnstongoldsmith.com.au
johnstongoldsmith.com.au
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