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1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report outlines the NDIS key workforce themes and issues identified in the Townsville 
NDIS region drawn from secondary data analysis and qualitative interviews and focus groups 
conducted between May and August 2019. The key findings from the research are: 

• Our research stakeholders report that the NDIS is a significant social and economic reform 

that will improve the lives of people with disability and create significant jobs and economic 

growth. 

• While transition has been difficult for participants, providers and workers, the benefits of 

the scheme are recognised and there is a strong commitment to make it work. 

• Growth in the number of NDIS participants has been slower than predicted in Queensland 

and Townsville, but growth continues. The Department of Social Services now predicts the 

NDIS will be fully operational by 2023. 

• Accordingly, jobs growth has been slower than predicted but already as many as 1,000 new 

jobs have been created in Townsville NDIS region as a result of the NDIS. This is counter to 

the trend in job ads across the region and suggests the NDIS is supporting an otherwise 

difficult jobs market. Job advertisements and employer interviews give us insight into the 

kinds of roles and skills that are sought after. 

• There is some evidence in this report suggesting that the shortage of NDIS workers is itself 

providing a barrier to the growth of the NDIS market, including long waiting lists, and 

qualitative data from employers report that skill shortages impact on participant growth. 

• Jobs will continue to grow in Townsville NDIS region and across Queensland, however 

recruitment and skilling strategies will need to support this. 

• A wide variety of roles including back office and direct support roles are required. Highest 

growth in NDIS expenditure is in individual support, which includes a variety of roles from 

assistance with daily living and household support to assisting with social and community 

participation and help in getting and keeping a job. 

• The roles in highest demand are allied health professionals, and employers report that there 

are long waiting lists. The qualitative research suggests that the growth in the number of 

allied health professionals does not reflect the increased demand as evidenced by the 

number of providers reporting that they have long waiting lists, particularly for occupational 

therapists. Consideration should be given to extending the role of allied health assistants in a 

paraprofessional role to support allied health professionals. 

• Providers emphasise soft skills and matching workers with the needs and preferences of 

individual participants as the most important factors in recruitment. There may be an 

opportunity for specific selection strategies and recruitment tools to assist employers to find 

the right workforce. 

• For training, generally, employers prefer a Certificate III in either Community Services or 

Individual Support for support workers, however, the most significant growth in uptake of 

relevant enrolments since the roll-out of the NDIS has been for Cert II and III in Community 

Services, with only moderate growth in Cert III in Individual Support.  This may indicate that 

some new workers may not be getting the training they need. 

• Previously, disability workplaces have been the training ground for support workers and 

new allied health graduates. Providers and Local Area Coordinators (LACs) suggest that some 
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experienced workers are leaving employment to work as sole providers or work directly with 

self-managing or plan-managed participants. This leaves employers struggling to find 

experienced workers, but also means the traditional training ground has diminished. 

• Regardless of the qualifications and experience of workers, it is always important to provide 

induction training to workers around the needs of the individual NDIS participant and their 

family. There may be an opportunity to involve the participant and family in this training in a 

more active way. 

• There are several skill sets for NDIS workers that the Queensland government subsidises 

(see Funding and Support for Skill Development in NDIS Related Occupations in Queensland 

for further information), however qualitative data suggests that these subsidies have not 

been widely used in the region. These include behaviour support skills, induction to 

disability, medications assistance, and others. There needs to be greater promotion to NDIS 

employers about the subsidised qualifications available to them. 

• Given the proportion of NDIS participants with autism or intellectual disabilities, there may 

be demand for more knowledge and skills of these disabilities. These may be better 

delivered as non-accredited training and could be offered in different locations in Townsville 

and other NDIS regions. 

• Other strategies to make training affordable in the region include incorporating online and 

group training. 

 

2 INTRODUCTION 

The NDIS commenced roll-out in Queensland in 2016 and is now operational in all 
Queensland regions. At the commencement of the roll-out in Queensland, the market for 
disability supports was estimated to grow from 48,000 people in 2016 to 91,000 in 2019 
(NDIS, 2016). The State’s workforce was also expected to grow from 13,550 – 16,550 full 
time equivalent (FTE) employees to more than double by the end of 2018-19 (NDIS, 2016).  

The most recent Council of Australian Governments (COAG) Disability Reform Council, 
Quarterly Performance Report (2019) for the period 01 January 2019 - 31 March 2019 
shows that in total, over 46,000 participants have now been supported by the NDIS in 
Queensland, with 27% receiving support for the first time. The related market of active 
services providers has also continued to grow with 2,689 registered service providers (of 
which 931 were individual/sole trader operated businesses and 1,758 were companies or 
organisations) as at 31 March 2019.  

Jobs Queensland, in partnership with WorkAbility Queensland, has commissioned research 
to investigate employer, employee and sole provider experience in NDIS roll-out sites across 
Queensland over the period to 2021, when the jobs growth potential of the NDIS is 
expected to be realised. The research assesses and responds to the skills demand and 
supply issues resulting from the NDIS rollout across Queensland with a focus on the 
following NDIS regions: Townsville; Mackay; Brisbane North and South; Toowoomba; and 
Ipswich as well as analysis of annual State-wide trends. The research will investigate current 
training and skills development for the sector in the region to help inform Jobs Queensland's 
advice to government and will also be used to inform other stakeholders on the best ways 
to meet the jobs growth and skills needs for the NDIS.  
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This report presents the key findings from research undertaken in Townsville NDIS region 
including analysis of existing data sources and qualitative analysis and potential local 
solutions.  

3 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  

These findings draw on existing data sources and interviews with 13 stakeholders 
comprising five NDIS employers and three LACs who participated in focus groups, and two 
employers, an employee, a LAC and sole provider who each participated in separate 
interviews. The potential solutions draw on these findings as well as suggested strategies 
identified by 41 stakeholders who attended a regional forum in Townsville on 27 August 
2019 at which the findings were presented and potential solutions explored. 

 

3.1 Demand for NDIS Services 

The 2016 Queensland Market Position Statement (NDIS, 2016) reported that an estimated 
2,100 additional participants would enter the Townsville market between 2016 and 2019, 
resulting in 5,300 participants for the Townsville NDIS region in 2019. However, the take-up 
of the NDIS is occurring more slowly than projected. As at 31 March 2019, there were 3,953 
active, registered NDIS participants in the Townsville NDIS region. This is an estimated 
increase of 753 participants since the introduction of the NDIS, or just 36% of the predicted 
growth in scheme participants.  

The largest category of participants is those with intellectual disability, followed by 
participants with autism and participants with a sensory or speech disability (Figure A.1).  

 

Figure A.1: Number of participants in each disability group in Townsville NDIS region 

 
Source: NDIS. (2019). Participant numbers and plan budgets data [Data set]. Retrieved from 
https://www.ndis.gov.au/about-us/data-and-insights/data/participant-numbers-and-plan-budgets-data    

 

The NDIS participant plan data (2019) shows the largest category of approved NDIS support 
is for capacity building, which includes assessment, therapy and/or training by a 
professional such as an occupational therapist, physiotherapist or registered nurse. This 
category also includes early childhood intervention for occupational therapy and speech 
therapy assessment and intervention, along with a range of services provided by direct 
support worker roles.  

https://www.ndis.gov.au/about-us/data-and-insights/data/participant-numbers-and-plan-budgets-data
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The second largest category is for core supports, which includes assistance with daily living; 
assistance with daily personal activities; assistance with household tasks, assistance in 
shared living arrangements / supported independent living, transport; and assistance with 
social and community participation (Figure A.2). These are all services provided by direct 
support workers. Figure A.3 shows that by far the greatest expenditure is for core supports, 
which reflects the high demand for direct support workers delivering these supports. 

 

Figure A.2: Number of participants receiving each type of support 

 
Source: NDIS. (2019). Participant numbers and plan budgets data [Data set]. Retrieved from 
https://www.ndis.gov.au/about-us/data-and-insights/data/participant-numbers-and-plan-budgets-data    

 

Figure A.3: Expenditure by type of support 

 
Source: NDIS. (2019). Participant numbers and plan budgets data [Data set]. Retrieved from 
https://www.ndis.gov.au/about-us/data-and-insights/data/participant-numbers-and-plan-budgets-data    

 

3.2  Pre-NDIS workforce 

The 2016 ABS Census data shows that the largest number of workers employed in NDIS-
relevant industry sectors in the Townsville region are female (see Figure A.4) in the age 
groups 50-59 years for social assistance services and 40-49 years for residential care services 
and allied health services. However, the largest number of workers employed in 
physiotherapy services and optometry and optical dispensing is in the age group 20-29 years 
(Figure A.5).  

https://www.ndis.gov.au/about-us/data-and-insights/data/participant-numbers-and-plan-budgets-data
https://www.ndis.gov.au/about-us/data-and-insights/data/participant-numbers-and-plan-budgets-data
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Figure A.4: Gender profile of workers employed in NDIS-relevant industry sectors in Townsville NDIS Region  

 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016, Census of Population and Housing (2016), TableBuilder. Findings based on use 
of ABS TableBuilder data. 

 

Figure A.5: Age profile of workers employed in NDIS-relevant industry sectors in Townsville NDIS Region 

 
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2016, Census of Population and Housing (2016), TableBuilder. Findings based on use 
of ABS TableBuilder data. 

 

ABS Census data shows that the largest number of workers employed in NDIS-relevant 
sectors are non-Indigenous and English speaking. These figures come from the 2016 Census 
and therefore may not represent current labour market conditions, but they do provide 
some insight into whether there was capacity for new workers to enter the NDIS workforce 
at around the time that the NDIS was introduced. This data combined suggests there is 
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significant opportunity in the region to target these under-represented populations to grow 
the NDIS workforce in the Townsville region. 

 

3.3  Demand for NDIS workers  

The 2016 Queensland Market Position statement (NDIS, 2016) predicted that there would 
be 5,300 participants for the Townsville NDIS region by June 2019. However, NDIS 
participant and plan data (2019) shows that as at 31 March 2019, there were 3,953 active, 
registered NDIS participants in the Townsville region. This is an estimated increase of 1,347 
participants since the introduction of the NDIS, that is, 64% of the predicted growth in 
scheme participants. 

This jobs growth is a result of increased levels of support for people receiving supports prior 
to the NDIS, as well as the significant growth in the number of people expected to receive 
supports under the NDIS. As we have seen participant growth has been slower than 
predicted, nevertheless we see evidence of significant NDIS jobs growth in the Townsville 
NDIS region already. 

Analysis of job advertisements provides insight into the trends in workforce demand for 
NDIS related positions in the Townsville NDIS region. Although there appears to have been a 
small decline in job advertisements for the Townsville NDIS region overall since July 2015, 
there has been a significant increase in job ads mentioning ‘disability services’ and ‘NDIS’ 
during the same period (see Figure A.7).  

 

Figure A.6: Monthly count of all job ads for Townsville NDIS Region  

 
Source: Mason, C., Chen, C., Wan, S., Trinh, K., Duenser, A., Sparks, R., Walker, G., Zhao, Y., Burns, S., Reeson, A., Jin B., 
Naughtin, C. (2019). Data61 Australian Skills Dashboard. CSIRO. skills.csiro.au. CSIRO's Data61 acknowledges the kind 
contribution of Adzuna Australia's datasets to this research. 

  

http://skills.csiro.au/
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Figure A.7: Monthly count of “disability services” or “NDIS” job ads in Townsville NDIS Region 

 
Source: Mason, C., Chen, C., Wan, S., Trinh, K., Duenser, A., Sparks, R., Walker, G., Zhao, Y., Burns, S., Reeson, A., Jin B., 
Naughtin, C. (2019). Data61 Australian Skills Dashboard. CSIRO. skills.csiro.au. CSIRO's Data61 acknowledges the kind 
contribution of Adzuna Australia's datasets to this research. 

 

Figure A.8 shows the mix of roles that are being advertised, with the largest category being 
for professional occupations. While the number of professional roles is likely to be relatively 
small compared with direct support workers, these job advertisements suggest skill 
shortages are highest for professional roles (for example occupational therapists, 
physiotherapists, speech pathologists and psychologists). Other roles with significant job ads 
growth include community and personal service workers, managers and clerical and 
administrative workers. The right-hand side of Figure A.8 lists the types of attributes (e.g., 
the ability to communicate) that were mentioned in these job ads. It is important to note 
that some of these words (e.g., history) may reflect organisational attributes (e.g., “our 
organisation has a history of…”) rather than attributes sought from job candidates. 

 

Figure A.8: Types of occupations and attributes mentioned in “NDIS” and “disability services” job ads in Townsville NDIS 
Region 

 
Source: Mason, C., Chen, C., Wan, S., Trinh, K., Duenser, A., Sparks, R., Walker, G., Zhao, Y., Burns, S., Reeson, A., Jin B., 
Naughtin, C. (2019). Data61 Australian Skills Dashboard. CSIRO. skills.csiro.au. CSIRO's Data61 acknowledges the kind 
contribution of Adzuna Australia's datasets to this research. 

  

http://skills.csiro.au/
http://skills.csiro.au/
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For the purpose of comparison, we also provide job ads information from the Internet 
Vacancy Index (IVI), which concords vacancies from the three major job boards. Figure A.9 
shows that across Queensland there has been an increase in job ads for aged and disabled 
carers, psychologists and physiotherapists. It should be noted that it is not possible to 
determine whether the job ads in this data are relevant to the NDIS or for other sectors 
which employ these workers (e.g., aged care, community and health services). 

 

Figure A.9: Number of NDIS-relevant job advertisements over time in Queensland

 

Source: Department of Jobs and Small Business. (2019). IVI Detailed Occupation Data – March 2006 onwards (Excel [Data 
set]). Retrieved from http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/GainInsights/VacancyReport  

The data retrieved from the IVI and presented in Figure A.10 is for Far North Queensland, 
which is the closest fit in this data set for the Townsville NDIS region.  Although it is not 
possible to classify these job ads at the same occupational level, these graphs suggest that 
there has been strong growth in job ads across NDIS-relevant occupations in Far North 
Queensland.  

 

Figure A.10: Average number of job advertisements in NDIS-relevant occupations in Far North Queensland 

 
Source: Department of Jobs and Small Business. (2019). IVI Regional Data - May 2010 onwards (Excel [Data set]). Retrieved 
from http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/GainInsights/VacancyReport  

http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/GainInsights/VacancyReport
http://lmip.gov.au/default.aspx?LMIP/GainInsights/VacancyReport
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There are indications that the supply of workers is increasing in response to these demand 
factors. The ABS quarterly labour force figures (Figure A.11) show that the number of 
community and personal services workers (which includes NDIS support workers along with 
other community services roles) has increased by approximately 500 workers since 2016. 

 

Figure A.11: Numbers of “Community and Personal Service” workers in Townsville NDIS Region 

 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics 2018, Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, Quarterly, Nov 2018, RQ2 - Employed 
persons by Labour market region (ASGS), Occupation major group (ANZSCO) and Sex, Annual averages of the preceding four 
quarters, Year to August 1999 onwards (Pivot Table), data cube: Excel spreadsheet, cat. no. 6291.0.55.003, viewed 18 July 
2019, < https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6291.0.55.003May%202019?OpenDocument> 

The number of occupational therapists and physiotherapists working in the Townsville NDIS 
region (key professional roles for the NDIS workforce) has also increased since 2016 
according to the National Health Workforce Dataset (Figure A.12) although at a relatively 
slow rate. These datasets cannot tell us whether these workers are choosing to work in the 
NDIS workforce or in other fields where these workers are required (e.g., aged care, 
community services and health services).  

  

https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/iXMNCwVLY6fAX3mqc1pLih?domain=abs.gov.au
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Figure A.12: Numbers of “Physiotherapists” and “Occupational Therapists” in Townsville NDIS Region  

 
Source: Health Workforce Data. (2017). National Health Workforce Dataset [Dataset]. Retrieved from: 
https://hwd.health.gov.au/datatool.html 

For additional insight into demand for NDIS workers we can look to employment projections 
provided by Jobs Queensland. These projections allow us to compare employment trends in 
Townsville NDIS region relative to employment trends across Queensland both for the 
‘Other Social Assistance’ industry subgroup and for carers and aides more specifically 
(Figure A.13 and A.14). These employment projections are generated under a range of 
probable scenarios. Both in Townsville NDIS region and in Queensland there is expected to 
be growth in jobs within the “Other Social Assistance Services” industry subgroup. 
Furthermore, carers and aides are expected to account for almost half of the growth in this 
industry subgroup. 

 

Figure A.13: Employment projections for the “Other Social Assistance Services” industry sector in Townsville NDIS Region  

 
Source: Jobs Queensland. (2018). Anticipating Future Skills: Townsville [Data set]. Retrieved from 
https://jobsqueensland.qld.gov.au/anticipating-future-skills/  

 

https://hwd.health.gov.au/datatool.html
https://jobsqueensland.qld.gov.au/anticipating-future-skills/
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Figure A.14:  Employment projections for “Carers and Aides” in the “Other Social Assistance Services” industry sector in 
Townsville NDIS Region  

 
Source: Jobs Queensland. (2018). Anticipating Future Skills: Townsville [Data set]. Retrieved from 
https://jobsqueensland.qld.gov.au/anticipating-future-skills/  

These different sources of data are consistent in suggesting that demand for allied health 
and direct support workers in Townsville NDIS region has almost doubled with the roll-out 
of the NDIS. It is necessary to look at other sources of data to determine whether the supply 
of workers is increasing in response to this demand. 

We can gain some insight into this issue by exploring trends in Yellow Card applications. 
Yellow Card applications are required for anyone engaged by a non-government service 
provider at a place where disability services are provided to adults. The number of Yellow 
Card applications in the Townsville NDIS region grew from approximately 290 in the six 
months to June 2016 to around 710 applications in the six months to June 2018 (Figure 
A.15). While these applications include renewals for existing workers, they are the clearest 
indication of the significant number of new NDIS jobs in the region and suggest that as many 
as 1,000 additional people have been employed in the Townsville NDIS region since 
commencement of the NDIS in 2016. 

 

https://jobsqueensland.qld.gov.au/anticipating-future-skills/
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Figure A.15: Number of paid worker applications and Yellow Card exemptions in Townsville NDIS Region 

 

Source: Yellow Card data supplied by Queensland Department of Communities, Disability Services and Seniors. 

 

Although none of these data sources is conclusive on its own, together they suggest that the 
supply of NDIS workers is increasing over time. However, the supply of professional workers 
appears to be slow relative to the increase in demand for professional workers.  

 

3.4  Impact of NDIS Transition 

Stakeholders indicated that the introduction of the NDIS has been a “revolution” and a 
“transformation”. Focus group participants cite examples of individuals with disability 
whose lives have been transformed and confirm that the NDIS has opened opportunities for 
people with disability who have not previously received services. Similarly, an NDIS 
provider/employer suggests that the NDIS holds providers accountable to participants and 
holds great potential for participants. One aspect of this is evident from stakeholders who 
commented on the way in which self-managing participants are exercising choice and 
control in recruiting their own support workers who are often not registered NDIS 
providers.  

The findings also highlight the need for providers to respond to a greater diversity of needs 
and demands for services within a very different market-driven model. Stakeholders suggest 
that changes in the model of funding has created a new “business world” and a more 
competitive environment, with providers now accountable more directly to participants 
since they are no longer guaranteed funding. In this way, as an employee notes, the shift to 
the NDIS has made providers more responsive to participants’ needs. 

Workers compensation data provided by the Office of Industrial Relations Queensland 
shows that the rate of claims from workers in the ‘Other Social Assistance Services’ sector 
(where many NDIS workers would be located) is significantly higher than that reported in 
the health sector or across the Townsville NDIS region a whole (Figure A.16). These data 
provide one indication that workforce well-being may be relatively low in the sector. 
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Figure A.16: Number of time lost claims per 1,000 employees2 in Townsville NDIS Region 

 
Source: The claims and wages data comes from the Office of Industrial Relations Queensland Scheme Analysis database 
(QSA) as at 30 June 2018, and the labour force figures used in our estimates come from the ABS Cat No 6291.0.55.003 
[Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force, Queensland (Ave May to Feb quarter)]. 

Qualitative findings add further evidence of the demand in the Townsville NDIS region for 
both direct support workers and allied health professionals, particularly occupational 
therapists and speech therapists. Stakeholders report the need for greater flexibility to 
accommodate the varying needs and wants of people with disabilities and an increased 
need to match support workers with the needs of individual NDIS participants.   

Focus group participants highlight the challenges of balancing demand and supply of 
support workers, with one stakeholder noting it can be difficult to find support workers for 
NDIS participants with challenging behaviours. Providers/employers in one of the focus 
groups reported that they have employed 12-14 support workers in the last six months and 
are looking to recruit ten support workers at present to meet the current demand. They are 
planning to double their workforce by the end of the year, noting the difficulties of 
recruiting support workers in a saturated market. This provides evidence that the shortage 
of direct support workers may be constraining growth in the NDIS market. 

Stakeholders in interviews and focus groups note a high turnover of support workers, which 
they attributed to factors such as the demanding nature of the work, the increasing 
casualisation of the workforce and relatively low pay levels. The impact of this high turnover 
of support workers is regarded by several stakeholders as creating pressures on labour 
supply in an environment where there is already a shortage of suitable support workers. 

Stakeholders report a lack of availability of qualified allied health professionals to meet the 
needs of the region. This is particularly the case for occupational therapists and speech 
therapists, which is reported by stakeholders to have contributed to NDIS participants 
waiting between six and twelve months for an appointment. One LAC further highlights that 
this is particularly the case for children with disability awaiting specialist therapy services. 
One LAC also suggests that some allied health professionals have chosen to not register as 
NDIS providers and are instead providing services directly to self-managing and plan-
managed NDIS participants. This suggests the requirements of NDIS provider registration is 
presenting a barrier to access by agency managed participants to allied health professionals. 
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Stakeholders participating in the interviews and focus groups noted that the transition to 
the NDIS has been significant with LACs and a sole provider suggesting that the introduction 
of the NDIS has been a “revolution” and a “transformation”. LAC focus group participants 
cite examples of individuals with disability whose lives have been transformed and confirm 
that the NDIS has opened opportunities for people with disability who have not previously 
received services. Similarly, an NDIS provider/employer suggests that the NDIS holds 
providers accountable to participants and holds great potential for participants. One aspect 
of this is evident from stakeholders who commented on the way in which self-managing 
participants are exercising choice and control in recruiting their own support workers who 
are often not registered NDIS providers.  

The findings also highlight the need for providers to respond to a greater diversity of needs 
and demands for services within a very different market-driven model. Focus group 
participants also suggest that changes in the model of funding has created a new “business 
world” and a more competitive environment, with providers now accountable more directly 
to participants since they are no longer guaranteed funding. In this way, as an employee 
notes, the shift to the NDIS has made providers more responsive to participants’ needs. An 
NDIS provider/employer shares that while she has always worked in a person-centred way 
making the transition to the NDIS model relatively easy, some of the other providers have 
had trouble adapting to the market-driven approach. An employee who observes that while 
the organisation she works for has slowly adapted to the new system, there remains some 
misunderstanding about how the NDIS operates. Another employee describes the 
challenges she has experienced as a support worker, who under the new model of 
operation is required to work across several different clients, making it more difficult to 
form strong relationships with clients. This employee also reports that her organisation does 
not have the resources to provide enough support for workers.  

These difficulties experienced by stakeholders during this transition phase are not surprising 
given the rapid increase in the number of people with disability entering the NDIS for the 
first time, the challenges noted to have been experienced by providers transitioning from a 
block-funded model of support to a market-driven approach and the need for people with 
disability to be supported in navigating a complex new system of operation in which they 
now have choice and control over the disability supports they receive (Productivity 
Commission, 2017). 

 

3.5  Skills required 

To understand what skills are needed within the workforce we analysed the skills that are 
sought after in ‘NDIS’ or ‘disability services’ job advertisements. By far the most significant 
attribute identified in these job advertisements refers to communication (e.g., the ability to 
communicate effectively with a variety of people with disability). Other skills identified in 
the Townsville NDIS region included first-aid, customer service, physiotherapy, psychology, 
disability care and ability to work independently (see Figure A.6).  

Qualitative data shows a strong recurring theme amongst interviewees and focus group 
participants of the need for workers with an appropriate mix of generic and specific skills as 
well as personal values that are a good fit with the NDIS focus on empowering people with 
disabilities to make decisions about, and exercise control over their lives. The generic skills 
most often reported include people skills, being strengths-based, being able to provide 
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person-centred services, empathy, the ability to communicate effectively, ability to listen, 
being genuine and caring, honesty and transparency.  

While stakeholders emphasise the importance of “soft skills” and a good fit with 
organisational and NDIS values, providers/employers also recognise the need for their staff 
to develop specialised skills for disability work as well as other skills specific to the needs of 
the person with disability. There was a strong recurring theme around the need to upskill 
workers in mental health with one employer also highlighting the need for workers to have 
an awareness of suicide and prevention. Another highlighted the need for direct support 
workers to have an understanding about working with people who have sensory processing 
challenges.  

The new NDIS Quality and Safeguards Framework involves arrangements for planning, 
delivering and reporting restrictive practices for NDIS participants. One employer noted a 
knowledge gap among support workers around these new restrictive practices’ guidelines, 
as well as the need for workers with specific skills to develop and monitor restrictive 
practices. Another suggested that workers need to better understand the requirements 
when working with participants who are under guardianship. 

 

3.6 Training  

Information about supply of skills is less clear. The most relevant vocational qualification to 
NDIS work is the Certificate III in Individual Support, which is recognised as the entry level 
benchmark for disability as well as aged and community care. Vocational student 
commencements in this qualification in Townsville NDIS region have remained relatively 
stable in 2016 and 2017. Commencements in other relevant vocational qualifications are 
relatively small, except for Certificate II and Certificate III in Community Services, which are 
more generic industry qualifications that may support NDIS jobs (Figure A.17). 

Figure A.17: Change in number of commencing students in NDIS-relevant qualifications in Townsville NDIS Region 

 

Source: VOCSTATS <http://www.ncver.edu.au/resources/vocstats.html>, extracted on 06/06/19 

 

While stakeholders emphasise the importance of recruiting staff based on their 
interpersonal skills and values, they acknowledge that for some workers a certificate 
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qualification, specifically a Certificate III in a relevant field, is required. However, there is 
strong consensus evident from the qualitative data that employers perceive there to be a 
gap in the training provided to support the staff recruited. As a sole-provider shares, “…a lot 
of places are just hiring people, not necessarily with a Cert III at all, but hiring them based on 
their value base, but aren't providing them the training that they need to get up to speed 
with things that they should be doing”. Similarly, an employer expresses disappointment 
that the sector is not being more responsive in training support workers through inductions 
and in-house training.  

With respect to allied health professionals, one employer suggested that the sector is 
primarily attracting graduates straight from university who have limited if any experience 
working in this field. Moreover, this employer noted that many allied health professionals 
are setting up as private providers but lack the experience and mentoring they require to 
work with people with disability. Another employer commented that allied health graduates 
who complete their training in Townsville are leaving the region to take up positions in 
Brisbane. 

The cost of training (both the provision of training itself and the loss of staff time in 
participating in training) is a recurring challenge expressed by providers/employers 
interviewed. This is consistent with other reports that suggest that the NDIS pricing model 
does not provide sufficient funding levels to ensure that workers get the training they need 
(Ryan & Stanford, 2018). This issue is further exacerbated in regional and remote locations 
due to the expenses associated with travel for staff to attend training or for training to be 
brought to the region. 

4 POTENTIAL LOCAL SOLUTIONS AND FINDINGS FROM FORUMS 

The findings from this first round of research undertaken in the Townsville NDIS region have 
identified both challenges and opportunities associated with the roll-out of the NDIS in the 
region. This section focuses on possible solutions to the identified challenges. 

 

4.1 Meeting the increased demand 

The findings show that the greatest demand in the region is for allied health professionals 
and for the variety of roles responsible for direct support, however there is also demand for 
other roles such as managers, clerical and administrative workers, and for workers providing 
supports outside the traditional disability sector – such as cleaning, home maintenance and 
sports and recreation. The following strategies may assist the sector to meet this demand: 

 

4.2 Matching support workers to the needs and wants of NDIS participants 

The need to match NDIS participants according to their needs and preferences points to the 
value in targeting recruitment efforts to a wider range of potential workers, including 
people with disability, younger people, men, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, 
people from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds and those identifying with the 
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Intersex communities.  

 

4.2.1 Innovative recruitment strategies 

Stakeholders attending the Townsville forum suggested more innovative strategies for 
promoting NDIS career opportunities to people from more diverse backgrounds is required. 
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Stakeholders highlighted the need to promote NDIS careers in a more positive way and to 
challenge stereotypes through more appropriate visual materials. 

 

4.2.2 Addressing the shortage of allied health professionals 

To offset the shortage of allied health professionals, it may be important for NDIS providers 
to consider new roles for allied health assistants and therapy assistants, as have been more 
widely utilised in aged care and hospital settings. An increase in the number of allied health 
and therapy assistants has the potential to reduce the time demands on allied health 
professionals and provide more hours of support to participants within their existing 
funding. 

 

4.3 Addressing training needs 

Stakeholders suggested a range of strategies that could address workforce training needs as 
discussed in the following sections. 

 

4.3.1 Reducing training costs 

The recurring theme from qualitative interview data is the cost of the provision of training 
beyond basic induction of workers. These costs relate to the training itself, the demands on 
workers’ time and the cost of providing training in the region. The provision of more training 
opportunities online is one potential solution to reducing the cost associated with travel for 
workers in the region. 

 

4.3.2 Promoting subsidised training opportunities 

Greater promotion of subsidised training other incentives for NDIS related occupations 
provided by the Queensland Government and Commonwealth Government could also assist 
employers in better supporting their staff to obtain relevant skills and qualifications.  
Qualifications such as Certificate III in Individual Support (Disability) and Certificate III in 
Allied Health Assistants can be studied as a traineeship pathway. Employers may be eligible 
to access support and funding for their staff (see Funding and Support for Skill Development 
in NDIS Related Occupations in Queensland for further information). 

 

4.3.3 Promoting traineeships 

Consistent with the findings documented in the Building the NDIS workforce through 
traineeships report (2018) our findings suggest the potential for greater promotion of 
traineeships that provide greater flexibility to address the challenges reported by employers 
in supporting workers to undertake training. These solutions may include addressing the 
balance between on-the-job and off-the-job training, exploring different employment 
arrangements that address the needs of an increasingly casualised workforce and delivering 
more modules online. 

 

4.3.4 Pooling resources 

Another potential solution is to make better use of collaborative solutions whereby a group 
of regional providers pool their resources to bring specialist trainers to the region. 
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Stakeholders attending the forum suggested the need for short training skills sets modules 
such as managing challenging behaviour and teamwork. 

 

4.3.5 Potential portable training scheme 

Consideration could also be given to the establishment of a portable training scheme similar 
to that proposed by Ryan and Stanford (2018) in which workers accrue portable training 
entitlements based on the hours they have delivered NDIS supports, which are transferrable 
across providers and can be counted towards the achievement of ongoing qualifications.  

5 CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS FOR TOWNSVILLE NDIS REGION 

The findings from this first phase of the research undertaken in Townsville NDIS region show 
significant jobs growth as a result of the NDIS. Demand for NDIS workers continues, and 
while a variety of back office and other roles are required, demand is greatest for NDIS 
support workers and allied health professionals. The findings also show increased need for a 
more diverse workforce to meet the needs and preferences of an increasingly diverse NDIS 
participant population. This creates opportunities for targeting people from more diverse 
cultural backgrounds, language, gender and abilities to address the workforce demands. 

The skills needs identified through the primary research undertaken in the region suggest 
providers place greater importance on generic skills such as a people skills, empathy, 
effective communication skills along with core skills for disability work and specific skills 
which vary according to the needs of NDIS participants. Most providers prefer workers to 
complete a minimum of a Certificate III in a relevant field, but this is secondary to their 
focus on the right fit with the values of the organisation, the person-centred focus of the 
NDIS and the employability skills required to work with people with disability. 

Although the cost of training is seen to be a challenge for many providers, the research 
suggests some innovative solutions including the use of online training and pooling 
resources across provider organisations and other regions. 

 The training system provides considerable support for NDIS skilling and there may be 
opportunities to assist workers and employers to make use of these subsidies. The  Funding 
and Support for Skill Development in NDIS Related Occupations in Queensland document 
should help this. 

6     FURTHER RESEARCH AND STATE-WIDE REPORT 
The findings from the research conducted in the Townsville NDIS region are incorporated 
into a State-wide report that provides a more detailed analysis at the state level drawing on 
existing data sources, survey responses and more nuanced understanding about regional 
differences informed by qualitative interviews and focus groups conducted in Townsville, 
Mackay, Ipswich, Toowoomba and Brisbane North and South. The State-wide analysis 
provides further insight into the implications for future policy decisions relating to labour 
and skills demands and training needs arising from the roll-out of the NDIS across 
Queensland. 

7 CASE STUDIES 

7.1 Case Study 1: Townsville Employer 
Case Study One is based on a focus group conducted with staff from a leading registered 
NDIS provider of mental health and disability support services in Queensland.  
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The organisation has over time streamlined its business model, achieving greater 
consistency across services with the aim of ensuring replicability and consistency of 
standards of care and best practice.  

The organisation has also over time reduced their reliance on administration staff by using 
streamlined procedures and processes and minimising the previously top-heavy structure of 
the organisation. This approach has enabled the organisation to keep overheads low and 
enabled the distribution of staffing in a way that maximises billable hours that can in term 
off-set administration costs. 

The organisation utilises the following strategies to meet the demand for NDIS services in 
the NDIS Townsville region. 

Recruitment of workers is undertaken through a holistic, needs-based and client-centred 
approach. Positions are advertised via Seek and word of mouth, plus direct referrals. As a 
provider servicing the Townsville region and longer-term plans to extend to Cairns, the 
organisation targets recruitment of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to address 
the regional needs. Targeted recruitment strategies have involved advertising Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander focused positions via SEEK. This strategy in recruiting for specified 
Identified positions is outlined by the organisation as highly successful compared to more 
generic job advertisements. The organisation also engages with local jobs expos for 
recruitment purposes and reports that this recruitment approach has also been highly 
successful. 

Free online training is provided for their staff complemented by professional development 
opportunities where appropriate.  

Subsidised employment and skills training opportunities are accessed enabling staff to 
develop skills and progress to higher level qualifications such as Cert IV in Mental Health. 
Although the organisation does not recruit on the basis of formal qualifications (noting the 
importance of fit with organisation values as of primary importance), employees are 
required to undertake an NDIS related Cert III qualification within six months of their 
appointment.  

A ‘buddy system’ is utilised to help upskill new workers. The financial viability is managed by 
buddying new staff with a team of support workers who are providing services to a family or 
in group situations where NDIS services are provided.  

The Business Manager suggested the benefits of providers attending industry alliance 
meetings once a quarter, where different providers within the region share information, 
discuss workforce needs, discuss training pathways and professional development (PD) 
opportunities and discuss strategies of best practice.  

Key strategies: 

• Streamlined process and procedures – strong business model 

• Targeted recruitment for specified positions 

• Consistency in onboarding and training to achieve high quality service delivery 

• Accessing free online training opportunities and subsidised employment and training 

schemes to support staff to achieve accredited qualifications in NDIS related fields 

• Utilising ‘buddy’ system for upskills new workers in group situations 

• Collaboration with other providers in the region to find solutions for workforce needs of the 

region 
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7.2 Case Study 2: Townsville Sole Provider 
This sole provider is one of the founders of a disability services organisation. She also has 
lived experience as a parent of children with disabilities.  

This sole provider has focused much of her career on advocacy in creating visibility and 
understanding for the lives of those living with disabilities and later shifted towards to 
working with people with significant disabilities.  

With the roll-out of the NDIS, this sole provider’s focus moved to helping her clients get 
ready for the NDIA planning. She has focused her business model on providing a balance 
between NDIS participants with high needs and those with less needs to provide a balance 
in workload and income. She also points out that it is possible to build a for-profit model as 
a sole provider if the provider’s values are strongly aligned to providing a person-centred, 
strengths-based approach. 

This sole provider also believes that there are significant opportunities for individuals to 
establish niche sole trader enterprises addressing specific needs of people with disability – 
such as those with challenging behaviours who need more skilled expertise in positive 
behaviour management. 

Another niche training area this sole provider identifies is in training allied health 
professionals such as Occupational Therapists in more effective use of technologies to 
enable people with disabilities to live independently. 

This sole provider utilises technologies to provide a more cost-effective training model. She 
also records her face-to face sessions so that the training materials can be used by a number 
of organisations as a scalable solution. 

Key strategies: 

• Opportunities to grow the NDIS workforce through independent, sole providers. 

• Small and sole provider organisations can be successful if they have a balance in delivering 

services to NDIS participants who have high support and lower support needs. 

• There are niche opportunities for sole providers to focus their services addressing unmet 

needs of particular NDIS participants 

• More effective use of technologies can help to leverage cost-effective training solutions to 

upskill NDIS workers. 
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9 GLOSSARY  

Adzuna platform: Online site that aggregates advertised job information from several 
employment websites. 

COAG: Council of Australia Government  

Disability Capacity Building Supports: Support Coordination. 

Disability Capital Supports: Home and Assistive Technology supports. 

Disability Core Supports: Support activities such as assistance with daily living, transport, 
consumables and Socialisation and community. 

Employability skills: Ability to perform and innovate in the workplace. 

Focus Groups: Where stakeholders meet to discuss and provide feedback on specific topics. 

Forum: Designated meeting where views and ideas can be expressed and shared. 

Internet Vacancy Index (IVI): The IVI is based on a count of online job advertisements newly 
lodged on three main job boards (SEEK, CareerOne and Australian JobSearch) during the 
month. 

LAC: Local Area Coordinator 

NDIS: The National Disability Insurance Scheme was initiated by the Australian Government 
for Australians with a disability, including people with intellectual, physical, sensory and 
psycho-social disabilities. 

- NDIS Participants: Persons with a disability which is recognised under the NDIS and is eligible for 

support under the scheme.  

- NDIS Providers: Organisations and sole traders which provide services that are subsidised 

supported under NDIS provisions.  

- NDIS workforce: refers to the human capital which deliver or support the services provision of 

NDIS funded services.  

Non-accredited training: Training which does not form part of a nationally recognised 
qualification.  

Primary Research: New data collected by a person or group directly, rather than being 
reliant on data collected by others. 

Qualitative Research: Primary research involving collecting non-numerical data to through 
mediums such as asking open ended questions. 

Subsidised Training: The Government will cover the full cost or part of the cost of the 
training for eligible qualifications. 

Yellow card: Criminal history check for use by a disability services funded non-government 
service provider or a National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) non-government service 
provider on behalf of a person engaged or seeking to be engaged by the service provider. 
Disability Services Act 2006 Section 52.
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