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Abstract   

Social enterprises offer an enormous potential for social impact and can assist governments in 
achieving their social objectives. More holistic government support for social enterprises, particularly 
Work Integration Social Enterprises (WISEs), will complement objectives such as the National 
Disability Strategy, which highlights the importance of employment for people with disabilities 
(PWDs). This paper seeks to recommend three practical ways the Australian government can better 
support WISEs chiefly through targeted subsidies, better coordination of relevant intermediaries, and 
a commitment to public procurement with social purpose.  
 
Context  

In 2012, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) reported that 52.7% of all working-age Australians 
with a disability were not participating in the labour force, despite 19.3% reporting no employment 
restriction, i.e. their disability did not prevent them from working (ABS, 2012). Currently, Australia is 
ranked 27th out of 27 OECD countries for the relative poverty risk of people with disabilities (Thomas, 
2011). Businesses have been slow to employ people with disabilities (PWDs), with only 58% currently 
employing PWDS, despite 79% being open to the idea (Pope, 2018). There is great potential for WISEs 
geared towards providing meaningful work for PWDs to bridge the employment gap. However, policy 
frameworks that would help build an enabling environment for WISEs have been slow to develop in 
Australia, where access to capital, markets and business support remains a challenge. At the State and 
Territory level, there is a mixture of direct and indirect funding support for social enterprises 
(Parliament of Australia, 2013).  
 
Looking internationally, both the World Bank (WB) and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) have 
demonstrated increased commitment to supporting WISEs and PWDs. The IMF has recently drawn up 
impact investment principles, underscoring its commitment to utilising the private sector for 
development, while the World Bank’s recent launch of the Human Capital Index outlines the value 
that PWDs can bring to society. This global commitment gives weight to and drives the push for more 
local commitments, comprehensive policies and proactive strategies within Australia. 
 
Policy Recommendations 
 
This paper proposes the following recommendations as solutions the Australian Government, 
particularly the Department of Jobs and Small Business and the Department of Industry, Innovation 
and Science, can investigate to better support WISEs and people with disabilities (PWDs): 
 

1. Policy recommendation One: Government subsidies for WISEs, which cover ‘impact costs’  
2. Policy recommendation Two: A national body to coordinate intermediaries  
3. Policy recommendation Three: State Social Procurement Strategies 

 
Policy Recommendation One: Government subsidies for WISEs, which cover ‘impact costs’ 
 
An Australian Senate inquiry entitled ‘Finance for the not for profit sector’ reports that grants that 
only cover operational costs, and not impact costs associated with the social mission of the 
enterprise, may negatively impact its sustainability (Parliament of Australia, 2013). An Australian 
Government subsidy or grant which covers impact costs will enable more WISEs to pay back social 
investors, alleviating a problem that has traditionally maligned social enterprises; the social value of 
their work is high, but the cost of private sector funding exceeds the monetary return. Indeed, this 
strategy has been implemented in other nations with significant success. For example, the Austrian 
Government, via its public employment service, supports social enterprises and not-for-profit 



organisations to directly cover the costs associated with the hiring of disadvantaged workers of lower 
productivity. In 2012, this supported 26,000 people at €20,000 per job created (ICF, 2014), and 
included PWDs.   
 
In implementing subsidies which target impact costs, the Australian Government should use a 
mechanism known as Employment Support Cost Analysis (ESCA), developed by Social Ventures 
Australia (SVA) Consulting. It identifies costs as: ‘individual support costs’ involved in supporting 
disadvantaged employees; ‘organisational support costs’ that include infrastructure costs or social 
events, which facilitate the organisation’s operation as a social enterprise; and ‘community services 
provided’ as services provided by the social enterprise that support the social mission, beyond the 
direct support of employees. Identifying these costs can help uncover underlying business issues and 
subsidising them significantly boosts the financial sustainability of the social enterprise (SVA, 2013). 
This would particularly assist social enterprises which work with PWDs, who often require extra 
support, such as workplace adjustments.  
 
The proposed subsidies should only be granted after an application outlining the operational concept 
and quality management has been approved, as is the case in Austria, where an emphasis is placed on 
mentoring services for the target group, e.g. people with physical disabilities and their satisfaction of 
the participation. Use of ESCA will also help to prove the financial viability of the social enterprise, 
ensuring it is appropriately positioned for further impact investment. Providing a solid base of public 
sector funding via a subsidy assists WISEs in becoming more self-sufficient. Data from 2014 show that 
the average resource mix for WISEs in Austria was roughly divided into thirds, with subsidies 
accounting for 28%, sales to private customers representing 32% and sales to public customers 
comprising 37% (Anastasiadis, 2016). Key indicators developed by Social Enterprises Scotland include: 
The Self Sufficiency Ratio, which indicates to what extent the organisation can cover its cost through 
trading; the Grant Reliance Ratio, which reveals how dependant the organisation is on grant funding 
or subsidies; and the Survival Ratio, which indicates how long the organisation could survive without 
income (Social Value Lab, 2015). Each of these ratios should be considered by the Australian 
Government when allocating subsidies.  
 
The Department of Industry, Innovation and Science is the most appropriate agency to implement 
and monitor the efficacy of this subsidy. In order to appropriately monitor it, however, the 
Department should fund an external body, such as SVA Consulting, to manage and evaluate this 
subsidy. While SVA Consulting currently only operates in Brisbane, Melbourne, Perth and Sydney, a 
view to assist SVA in expanding into all States and Territories would support a broader movement to 
establish national standards and norms for Australian Government support of social enterprises. The 
organisation has experience managing the SVA Diversified Impact Fund, worth $9 million, which was 
subject to annual performance reports (SVA, 2017). Furthermore, use of its mechanisms such as ESCA 
and ‘Fundamentals for Impact’ assessment which analyses organisational effectiveness, will help to 
ensure the ongoing sustainability of social enterprises allocated this subsidy (SVA, 2018). This 
subsidy’s focus on impact costs and the needs of disadvantaged workers will grant more work 
opportunities for people with disabilities, as seen in the Austrian example.  
 
Policy recommendation Two: A national body to coordinate intermediaries  
 
The Australian Government’s role in boosting the work of WISEs should be one of facilitation. A 
Canadian report identified that government involvement ‘has to be very carefully defined because too 
much involvement can hinder innovation. Its role should be as facilitator…(and) can be a conduit for 
cross-sectoral change’ (Goldenberg et al., 2009). Government subsidies can play an enabling role in 
boosting WISEs’ attraction to investment, however this must be accompanied by a commitment to 



connecting WISEs to impact investment, technical support and networks, which disability-oriented 
social enterprises often lack.  
 
Scotland is a trailblazer for growth in the social enterprise space, with a 10-year social enterprise 
strategy built upon a strong economic model. A total of 42% of all Scottish social enterprises were 
formed in the last ten years, aligning with a period of significant supportive policy, from which the 
Australian Government could replicate. There are 501 WISEs currently operating in Scotland., where 
its social enterprise ecosystem encompasses social procurement, capacity building and networks that 
extend into rural areas. A focus on supporting social enterprise across the entire country has seen 
16% of social enterprises in the Highlands and Islands of Scotland headquartered in ‘fragile areas’; 
areas suffering from population loss, unemployment, poor infrastructure and isolation (Social Value 
Lab, 2015).  This has resulted in job creation and support for vulnerable groups, which helps to create 
community cohesion and build economic resilience (Steiner and Teasdale, 2017) 
 
A report produced by the Australian Centre for Social Impact found that social enterprises have 
questioned whether “there is a need for a peak body for social enterprise”, with many of the 
strengths of Scotland’s strategy, such as access to information, networks and funding cited as lacking 
in Australia (Barraket, 2016). This paper proposes the establishment of an Australian Government 
body for WISEs, funded and implemented out of the Department for Jobs and Small Business. 
 
The proposed Australian Government body for WISEs should seek to build closer partnerships with 
and between intermediaries offering business support to social enterprises, to ensure that all 
prospective WISEs have access to their services. This body should look to Scotland’s social enterprise 
ecosystem as a model. Indeed, the Chief Executive Officer of Social Investment Scotland, Alastair 
Davis cites government support of his organisation’s Scottish Investment Fund as a key driver for the 
success of the social enterprise sector in Scotland. Comprising £31.8 million of investment, through 
grants and loans, Davis states that the government helped to provide “a level of capital that we had 
not seen before”, and crucially, “provided a government endorsement to the concept of social 
enterprise” (Allen, 2018).  
 
The Scottish Investment Fund is part of a broader effort to equip social enterprises with the 
resources, knowledge and networks needed to thrive. Scotland combines mainstream business 
support with specialised provision, with the government-backed ‘Just Enterprise’ offering business 
support and recovery, procurement, leadership and learning services (Westwater, 2017). In Australia, 
there is no shortage of funds for social enterprises, with the ‘Social Enterprise Development 
Investment Funds’, operated by independent fund managers, committing just over half of the 
available money, as of 2017 (SVA, 2017).  
 
The primary barrier to accessing these funds is a lack of investment-ready social enterprises in 
Australia, a problem that particularly plagues social enterprises which support PWDs. The government 
advisory group ‘Vision for Sustainable Supported Employment’ highlights “poor business governance 
and lack of understanding of business” as challenges for Australian Disability Enterprises, meaning 
PWDs miss out on “wage increases, training, career guidance, mentoring and promotion” (DSS, 2012). 
The proposed Government body should work closely with SVA, who offer specialised consulting 
services for social enterprises. Greater financial support and promotion of SVA would allow it to scale 
its support services.  
 
The Australian Government should also look to Scotland’s Local Social Enterprise Networks (SENs), 
which are local groups of active social enterprises who collaborate to create growth opportunities for 
themselves and the sector and deliver more effective services to their community. This includes peer-
support and resource sharing, discussion of relevant issues, the establishment of a collective voice on 



local and national levels and raising of awareness of social enterprises. Key outcomes for SENs are 
that best practices are shared, collective knowledge is maximised, and problems are solved quickly. A 
key reflection of the success of Scotland’s SENs is their active involvement in developing the national 
Social Enterprise Strategy and Action Plan (Senscot, 2018).  
 
The proposed Australian Government body should ensure that along with the subsidies outlined in 
the first recommendation, social enterprises can access grants and loans in their nascent stages, 
much like the Scottish Investment Fund. The national body should follow Scotland’s SENs, and work 
with local State and Territory Governments to establish and build networks from which WISEs can 
benefit and groups such as PWDs can be better supported in finding employment. It would be 
advisable for the Australian Government to consider Social Traders as an external organisation to 
deliver this Body, with funding initially at the State and Territory level. Social Traders 2020 Strategic 
Plan alludes to this need for coordination at the State/Territory level, with a vision to expand to a 
national body. It acknowledges that Victoria is the current leader in social enterprise policy, 
particularly with its 2017 Social Enterprise Strategy. However, data and information on the success of 
this strategy and its ability to coordinate intermediaries will take time to surface. The plan envisages 
Social Traders as the “voice and advocate for social enterprise”, supported by data collection and 
research and greater engagement with social enterprises (Social Traders, 2016). Over a two-year 
period, Social Traders should work closely with state governments to develop state committees 
responsible for bringing together the work of intermediaries. It should then evaluate and learn from 
these committees, before tailoring a national body. Social Traders works with many social enterprises 
which focus on employment opportunities for people with disabilities and coordinated support for all 
social enterprises will undoubtedly boost the growth of these disability-specific enterprises.  
 
Policy recommendation Three: State and Territory social procurement strategies 
 
A nationwide commitment to social procurement will boost opportunities for WISEs to grow. Social 
procurement refers to the ‘acquisition of a range of assets and services, with the aim of intentionally 
creating social outcomes (both directly and indirectly)’ and is typically divided into four types: the 
procurement of social services, the procurement of public works, allocation of a percentage of work 
to a social enterprise, and management of supply chains (Furneaux & Barraket, 2014). According to 
Social Traders, “combining increased use of social procurement with leveraged investment and 
contract readiness funding is a highly efficient way to stimulate growth in social enterprise, impact 
investing and the delivery of improved social outcomes” (SVA, 2017).  
 
Victoria is the only state with a Social Procurement Framework, which has an objective specifically 
targeting opportunities for people with disabilities (PWDs). Social Traders is one of the key 
intermediaries in implementing this Framework and since 2016, has facilitated $28 million worth of 
deals linking social enterprises with business and government buyers, creating 250 jobs for 
disadvantaged Australians. It estimates that if just 3% of Australia’s $600 million annual procurement 
spend went to social procurement, it could potentially create around 180,000 jobs (Social Traders, 
2018). For example, Outlook Environmental who employs PWDs, has used social procurement to 
contribute to large infrastructure projects such as the Western Program Alliance and the Metro 
Tunnel, and recently expanded its workforce from 82 to 104 in the space of ten months (Victorian 
Government, 2018).  
 
The effectiveness of Victoria’s Framework is yet to be proven in the Australian context. However, 
there are examples of Frameworks that have been highly successful in other nations. For example, 
over the last ten years in Scotland, the government has implemented the legislation and regulation 
for sustainable social procurement, making public contracts extremely accessible for social 
enterprises. A key element of this strategy has been the introduction of ‘Community (CB) Clauses’, 



which stipulate that a procuring organisation should participate in training and/or recruitment of 
unemployed groups, make sub-contracting opportunities available, or lead other activities which 
improve the ‘economic, social or environmental wellbeing’ of the area, transcending the primary 
purpose of the contract (Sutherland et al., 2015).  An analysis of 24 contracts with CB clauses revealed 
that over 1,000 people from priority groups, including PWDs, were recruited, of which 38% would not 
have been employed without the CB clause, and over 6,700 people from these groups received 
training, of which 31% would not have without the CB clause (Sutherland et al., 2015).  
 
The Department of Jobs and Small Business and the Department of Industry, Innovation and Science 
should mandate every State and Territory government to formulate and fund a social procurement 
plan, as this will assist WISEs to integrate themselves into supply chains and bring job opportunities to 
groups such as PWDs. These State and Territory plans should look to best-practice examples, such as 
Scotland’s CB clauses and Victoria’s Framework, while ensuring alignment with national social 
objectives. Some State and Territory Governments have pursued individual social procurement 
practices, with the ACT government imposing mandatory consideration of “the social benefits of 
awarding contracts to organisations (who employ people with disabilities and long-term unemployed 
people) alongside some of the more competitive requirements” (Burkett, 2010). An all-encompassing 
strategy may help to drive these individual commitments at a State/Territory level. After sufficient 
time has passed for evaluation, key learnings could be used to incorporate and inform a national 
strategy, alongside amendments to relevant Federal frameworks, such as the Commonwealth 
Procurement Rules and the National Public Private Partnership Policy Framework. Social procurement 
would particularly benefit people with disabilities, a group that is underrepresented in the labour 
force and overlooked by private businesses.  
 
Limitations 

While the private sector (which includes social enterprises) can significantly aid governments in 
achieving their social outcomes, it is crucial that the government does not rely on market mechanisms 
to carry out this work for them. This concern has been promulgated at a global level regarding the 
achievement of the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), with Masood Ahmed of the Centre for 
Global Development claiming at the 2018 IMF & World Bank Annual Meetings that “it’s delusional for 
us to pretend that the funding of the SDGs will largely be taken care of by private resources. It is going 
to come from public resources”. While the recommendations outlined in this policy paper will help 
WISEs better access funding and opportunities for growth, the Australian Government must continue 
to strengthen its own strategies and program to address improved social inclusion of disadvantaged 
groups, such as PWDs.  
 
A more technical limitation associated with the promotion of WISEs is the difficulty in measuring 
return on investment, which can often dissuade significant investment. Consensus on a standard 
practice for the measurement of outcomes has not been reached, and while tools such as Social 
Return on Investment, Social Accounting and Audit, and Results Based Accountability are well 
developed, a lack of technical expertise and skills can limit social enterprises from properly deploying 
these tools (Flatau et al. 2015). As part of the improved social enterprise network emphasised by the 
second recommendation, increased government commitment to collaborating with organisations 
with suitable resources, such as Social Impact Measurement Network Australia, will help towards 
combatting this issue.  
 
Conclusion  

While engaging with social enterprise offers a creative, innovative way of fighting alarming disability 
employment rates, other solutions must not be discounted. Disseminating the benefits of the 
National Disability Insurance Scheme to those most in need should remain a priority for the Australian 



Government, while encouraging businesses to more readily employ PWDs through support, 
incentivisation, and combatting stigma should be an ongoing pursuit. This paper proposes three 
recommendations to better support social enterprises, and more specifically, those geared towards 
integrating disadvantaged groups, such as people with disabilities, into the workforce. A targeted 
subsidy that specifically addresses the costs behind their social impact will help WISEs to attract 
investors and motivate nascent social enterprises to ensure a sound business structure to qualify for 
the subsidy. The establishment of a national body to oversee and coordinate the various relevant 
intermediaries will ensure a better enabling environment for WISEs, where support, information and 
funding is more easily accessed. Finally, a social procurement plan for every Australian State and 
Territory would grant more opportunities for WISEs to grow, with State and Territory Governments 
ensuring that, where possible, projects such as infrastructure works employ the services of 
organisations with positive and sustainable social impact at their core. These recommendations would 
greatly impact upon the opportunities available to social enterprises focused on disability 
employment, helping to improve the current unemployment rate amongst people with disabilities.  
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