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Work for the Dole is important because it is the default option in our system of mutual obligation. While some people volunteer for Work for the Dole, most participants have been compelled to take part because they have not satisfied mutual obligation requirements in some other way. This compulsory element makes it even more important to ensure that the program is working effectively. It also ensures that Work for the Dole is quantitatively significant. The Federal Government budgeted for 55,500 places in Work for the Dole in 2002/03.

Work for the Dole has been strongly criticised, usually on one or both of two grounds. One is ethical in character, objecting to the compulsory aspect of the program. The other is more concerned with employment outcomes, arguing that, at best, the program does little to improve participants’ chances of finding a job and may even reduce the probability of participants finding employment. This criticism is not confined to left-of-centre academics and non-government organisations. For example, the OECD has said that Work for the Dole “may impede the integration of the unemployed into paid work” (OECD, 2000, p 8). The second criticism is also relevant to the first. If participating in Work for the Dole actually reduces the probability of finding employment, this greatly strengthens the objections to the compulsory nature of the program. 

Having established the importance of its subject matter, the rest of the paper covers three points: that Work for the Dole is successful, why it is successful and what are the obstacles to it becoming much more successful. Each of these deserves at least one paper in its own right and a minimal description of the program also has to be included. Inevitably, many things will be covered extremely briefly and without the usual academic qualifications. A much longer discussion of them is given in Nevile and Nevile (2003). The list of recommendations, made to improve Work for the Dole, in Nevile and Nevile (2003) is given in an appendix.
Work for the Dole has two, sometimes conflicting, primary objectives. One is bound up with the idea of mutual obligation; that those receiving unemployment benefits should do something to help their local community. The other is to provide a work experience program, which will help participants obtain paid employment in the open market.
 In addition there is the unacknowledged but real objective of using the program to win votes. This results in several aspects of the program which work against both of the acknowledged objectives. Work for the Dole is not a static program. Change has been almost continuous and has not stopped yet. Since the program started in 1997, there has been a steady shift in emphasis towards employment oriented objectives. 

How successful is Work for the Dole as a labour market program?

This paper is not concerned with the success of Work for the Dole in giving things of value to the local community, though there is no reason to doubt that it has done that. Success as a labour market program has two related aspects.  There is the proportion of participants who find a job as a result of their participation but would not otherwise have found a job – the net impact. There are various errors involved in any studies of net impact, especially in Australia and any figure arrived at for net impact can only be used as a broad indicator of the success of Work for the Dole in helping participants find employment. Work for the Dole certainly has a positive net impact on employment. It could be as high as 10% though this is probably a figure towards the top end of a range (Nevile, 2003). Thus, by international standards it appears to be remarkably successful and the evidence suggests, but does not prove, that it is most effective in helping those under 25. However, the success achieved in overseas programs is a very modest yardstick.

This is only half the story. Most commentators on the costs of unemployment are rightly concerned with the effect on individuals. There is , of course, the loss of income by the unemployed and their families, but unemployment also “leads to losses of self-reliance, self-confidence and psychological and physical health” (Sen, 1999, p 1). The longer a person is unemployed the greater these costs become. Three quarters of Work for the Dole participants have been on unemployment benefits for more than a year and half of them for more than two years. Many are in great need of help in overcoming the problems mentioned by Sen.

Compared to programs in England and Sweden, where “requirements to participate in poorly rewarded pseudo-employment in order to qualify for public income support breeds cynicism, perversely encouraging young people to reject the entire benefit-to-work package” (Ryan,2001, p.82), Work for the Dole does well with respect to the ‘soft’ outcomes of reducing the personal costs listed in the quotation from Sen. While most participants in the Work for the Dole program enter the program only to avoid losing unemployment benefits, attitudes change during the course of the program.  After completing their 26 weeks, 77% per cent rate the experience as very satisfactory or satisfactory (DEWRSB, 2000). What causes them to change their minds?

For all the participants we interviewed, the major purpose of Work for the Dole was to improve their chances of getting a job.  But what made Work for the Dole worthwhile was not getting a job at the end – that was the jackpot – but the experience was worthwhile if one learnt something.  

Obviously, if what participants learnt was relevant to their career aspirations that was best, but some participants simply enjoyed learning even though they did not have a clear idea of the sort of work they wanted to do or whether what they were learning was or was not related to their career goals. For example, a single mother who had been at home for the last twenty years looking after her children was having an “absolute ball” in a woodwork project which she chose because she wanted to learn something “altogether different from anything I had done before…[Also] learning about power tools will be useful because I live alone”.

Participants who were unhappy were those who felt they were not learning anything and could see no prospect of future employment. For example, a participant who said that he “hated coming here”, wasn’t learning anything because as he said “he knew how to do all this sort of work already”

Just as some participants who were enjoying their Work for the Dole project were happy to work additional hours, other participants, who felt they were not learning anything, said they would be happy to work longer hours if the work was relevant. For example, a participant in a landscaping project who wanted to get a job in a warehouse commented that:

[t]his project is not really giving me the skills I need to get a job…You are told roughly how to do something. There is not enough time to go into things thoroughly…Even if a landscape gardening job came up I wouldn’t get it because you need more experience…You should have projects which are focused on learning to do the sort of work you want to end up in. I would be happy to work in a warehouse project five days a week because I would be learning specific skills relevant to the work I want to do. 

Both work relevance and learning are important in terms of providing participants with the type of work experience they value. However, relevant work experience needs to be linked to learning, whereas learning on its own is sufficient. A participant a landscape gardening project in Adelaide is a good example. He would like an outdoor labouring job with similar work to that done on the project but was not enjoying the experience:

[t]here is nothing I like about the project…I have done all this sort of work before.

Because most participants are looking for work experience that will help them get a job, those working in group projects appreciate work sites and projects that resemble real work environments. The best example of this is Workskil’s ComNet Project which gives participants (all of whom have experience, qualifications or a keen interest in IT) practical experience and the opportunity to apply their IT skills in a business environment by providing software and hardware support to a range of community organisations. ComNet participants enjoy the opportunity to test theory and skills acquired in the classroom in a real work situation. To quote one:

This project gives you the opportunity to get out there and deal with real clients, just like you would have to if you were running your own business. You have to learn how to deal with clients…to liaise with them, to find out what they want and this gives you better interpersonal skills…Being able to apply your skills in real work situations gives you confidence in your own ability.

Many participants also identified improved communication and interpersonal skills and even organisational skills as important positive aspects of Work for the Dole. I will give several quotes, since many of us do not realise the extent of the barriers to employment caused by the lack of confidence of many long term unemployed people. 

The project has given me confidence that I can go out and get a job. 

I’ve become more confident in this placement. Before I didn’t feel comfortable using the telephone - I would get embarassed if someone walked into the room while I was on the phone. I was given help with that and now I am fine.

I have learnt patience and how to deal with other people. I have learnt to deal with conflicts and disagreements. 

I think this project will help me get a job because of the experience of working in a team, working with different people. 

I didn’t initially want to do Work for the Dole, but it does get you out of bed in the morning and keeps you on a level - less depressed. At least I am learning something.

Why does Work for the Dole work?

Work for the Dole is managed, under contract to the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR), by organisations called community work coordinators (CWCs). These organisations can sponsor projects themselves, but about half the projects are organised through subcontracts to independent sponsors. An important reason for the success of work for the dole is the commitment of the majority of CWCs and independent sponsors and their staff. While helping participants find employment is not a formal objective of Work for the Dole most CWCs and sponsors do have this as an implicit aim, and the encouragement, support and assistance they give participants is aimed at increasing their chance of getting a job. Some go to extraordinary lengths to help participants get a job.  An extreme example is that of a participant who was missing a fair number of front teeth.

To quote the CWC involved

We decided he wouldn’t get employed with all his front teeth missing so we wrote to the government dental service asking if we could get him fast-tracked because it was holding him back from employment.  We finished up subsidizing his false teeth and he is now a very well presented young man [who is now employed]. 

This is only an example but many, many other examples could be given of CWCs and sponsors providing participants with more help in finding jobs than the program demands, though a number reported that with increasing financial stringency it is becoming increasingly difficult to do as much as they used to. Nevertheless, the general level of commitment is impressive. One simple indication of this is the response to the postal survey that we sent out to all CWCs and a sample of independent sponsors.  It was sent out only once, with a one-page covering letter and no follow up.  The response rate was between 60 and 70 percent.  This shows a very high level of commitment to making Work for the Dole work.  Normally, one would expect a response rate of about 20 percent for a postal survey with no follow up.

As part of the research reported on in this paper we interviewed over 100 participants in Work for the Dole and, one way or another talked to a similar number of the staff  of organisations involved with work for the Dole. The experiences, which we heard about, strongly suggest that another reason for the success of Work for the Dole is because it is a work experience program. A very small minority of Work for the Dole participants volunteer because they know that they can work on a project which will give them the type of work experience that is required in the job they seek. Others choose to satisfy mutual obligation requirements through Work for the Dole for the same reason. However, the large majority of participants do not fall into either of these two categories. For the majority of those who obtain jobs, the major factor is that work experience not only gives them a chance to acquire skills and show their abilities and motivation to potential referees, but also incorporates them into an informal network, through which people hear about potential jobs and are considered seriously because they (or their referees) are members of that network. 

A further reason for the relative success of Work for the Dole flows from the supervision required in a work experience program. Both CWCs and Sponsors acknowledge that the value to participants of Work for the Dole depends critically on the quality of the supervision and the personal characteristics of the supervisors. Work for the Dole is funded on the basis of a maximum of 15 participants per supervisor. Hence, there is scope for supervisors to have an effective mentoring role. 

The role of training in Work for the Dole is ambiguous, but to some extent it plays a role in the success of the program. DWER insists that Work for the Dole is a work experience program, not a training program, but many staff in CWCs and Sponsors believe any sharp differentiation is counterproductive, since training is more often effective when it is integrated with work experience. Furthermore, a minimal level of training is a necessary part of many work experience programs, even if only for occupational health and safety reasons. Informal Departmental guidelines are that up to 12 per cent of the work experience fee
 can be spent on training, but almost all CWCs and Sponsors would like to spend more than this. About two-thirds of them do spend more on projects than the funds they receive for this purpose from the Federal Government and usually extra expenditure on training is part of this. Large organisations are sometimes able to provide training opportunities for Work for the Dole participants by utilizing vacant places in programs run for other purposes. Many CWCs believe that more up-front training will increase the effectiveness of participants’ work experience, both from the participants’ point of view and from that of the organisations sponsoring projects. However, it is widely believed that projects with a substantial training component are unlikely to be approved. 

Participants are a diverse group and the amount of training that they desire, or can benefit from, varies greatly. At one end of the spectrum are graduates from the tertiary education system who may need work experience, but not more training. At the other end are those who believe they have little ability to acquire book learning and are bored at TAFE courses because ‘everything is theory’. In between are the majority of participants who desire accredited training, including some relevant theory, as an aid in getting a job or furthering their career aspirations.  While the training that is provided is valuable to many participants ,this is an area where much more could be done, some without any extra cost to the Government.

“Practically Everything”: Factors  working against the success of Work for the Dole

An understanding of the things that reduce the success of Work for the Dole provides the basis for  recommendations to improve it.  One very important factor stems the nature of the program itself. Restricting work experience to experience in not-for-profit organisations prevents many participants from gaining the type of work experience that they desire and would suit their vocational needs. For example, a number of male participants said they would like to get into security work (which they saw as a growth industry) but there were no Work for the Dole projects in this area because community organisations are not involved in this sort of work. Some CWCs also felt that participants’ job prospects would be improved if they had the opportunity to work in the private sector. To quote one staff member:

One of the things that participants always ask is, ‘am I going to get a job out of this?’ Honestly you can say, ‘there is a possibility - like James and Marcus who are graduates of the program.’ But it is hard when you are putting people in not-for-profit organisations…. If you are working with the corporate sector, you probably have more chance of gaining employment.

Even in work experience areas which suit participants’ needs, the not-for-profit restriction can limit the value of the work experience. For example, participants involved in projects which rebuild old computers donated by organisations and individuals which are then given to not-for-profit organisations, pointed out that the skills they are able to acquire through the project are limited by the out-of-date equipment with which they work. 

Perhaps most obvious problems flow from the conflict of objectives. It is not unusual for government programs to have conflicting objectives, if only because they are often required to fulfill unstated political objectives as well as policy objectives. In the case of Work for the Dole, not only are the unstated political objectives particularly strong, but also some aspects of the framework of the program which are designed to achieve one of the program’s formal aims make it harder to achieve another. Moreover, both the political objectives and aspects of the formal goals make it more difficult to achieve the informal goal of helping participants find jobs. This problem is well known in other policy areas. For example, in macro-economic policy the conflict between reducing unemployment and keeping the ratio of inflation low is set out clearly in good textbooks, but there are also unstated political objectives such as increasing government expenditure or accumulating unspent funds to enable the government to announce tax cuts or avoid interest rate rises before elections. In the case of Work for the Dole, the unstated political objectives are equally strong. They, and the conflicts between formal aims, have a major influence on the program.

The most obvious example is the name of the program. The majority of the voting public like the idea of unemployed people, particularly younger unemployed, being required to “do something” in return for government assistance, an attitude which is reinforced by the name of the program.
 However, use of the word ‘dole’ with its strong association with the phrase ‘dole bludger’ stigmatizes participants by reinforcing negative stereotypes of the unemployed, thereby reducing participants’ self-esteem, motivation and pride in their work. Use of the name ‘Work for the Dole’ also works against the program’s community benefit objectives because the negative connotations surrounding the name makes it harder for CWCs to recruit sponsors. 

A major issue which involves conflicting objectives is the proportion of places which are in brokered activities where individual participants work alongside regular staff in not-for-profit organisations. Both brokered activities and projects carried out by groups of participants have advantages and no one disputes that an appropriate mix is desirable. The discussion is about what mix is appropriate. The only formal restriction on brokered activities is that CWCs “can make up to 75 per cent of all contracted places available in brokered and/or internal activities” (DEWR, 2002b, section 3.4). However, while numerous CWCs want to increase brokered activities, they feel pressure from DEWR not to increase the proportion of brokered places. This presumably reflects the Governments political objectives. Under the contracts signed with the Department, CWCs must place at the site of a group project a sign saying that this is a Work for the Dole project funded by the Federal Government. Furthermore, group projects may provide the local member, of whatever party, the opportunity to open something, or in some other way demonstrate to voters that s/he is effective in having community needs met.

However, outcomes are usually higher in brokered activities than for group projects. While in part this may be due to more reliable participants being steered toward brokered projects, such projects have many advantages. Brokered projects enable CWCs to match work experience to participants’ interests more closely and make it easier to provide participants with work experience which complements their formal qualifications. Brokered projects are easier to arrange in rural and remote areas than group projects, which require larger numbers of participants and often reasonably well-resourced sponsors. Brokered projects offer participants more flexibility in terms of the hours they work and often introduce participants into a network which helps their career aspirations. 

The desire to spread community benefits as widely as possible throughout the local community is fine in principle, but the DEWR’s preference for new projects and sponsors fails to recognize that there are a finite number of community organisations willing (and able) to be involved in a program which is costly to administer, both in terms of time and financial resources. Furthermore, CWCs are not encouraged to repeat successful projects, which are popular with participants reducing the potential benefit for future participants. 

Another problem is caused by the tension between providing the flexibilty in the contracts with CWCs that encourages fruitful innovation and the need for accountability. All of the CWC staff interviewed for this study clearly worked hard to achieve positive outcomes for participants. At the same time, they felt frustrated that a lack of resources and a lack of flexibility in Departmental guidelines prevents them from doing even more to help participants. CWCs are expected to provide valuable work experience for a very diverse range of clients many of whom have undisclosed personal issues or problems or whose employment circumstances (and hence eligibility for the program) is constantly changing. The ability of CWCs to respond to the varied needs of their very diverse client group has decreased as Departmental guidelines have become more prescriptive, administrative costs have increased, funding has become tighter and Departmental monitoring has become increasingly focused on compliance with process issues – ticking the right box, filling in the right form – rather than outcomes for participants. Sponsors, all of which are not-for-profit organisations, are also experiencing increasing financial and administrative demands under the new acquittal process introduced in July 2002, making it difficult for CWCs to recruit new sponsors and for existing sponsors to provide quality work experience.

Another factor working against the success of Work for the Dole is the deepseated ideological opposition to the program by many from both the right and the left. This inhibits intelligent discussion about the program and how to improve it.

Finally, more money spent on the program would help. 

Conclusion

We should be urging the Government to improve Work for the Dole, not to abolish it.

Appendix 

Following is a list of the recommendations to improve work for the Dole in Nevile and Nevile (2003). Where helpful a few words of explanation are included with some recommendations.

Recommendation 1
A pilot scheme be introduced in which, at the end of 26 weeks in a spell (or spells) in Work for the Dole, participants can (if recommended by their supervisor), volunteer for six months work, for four or five days a week, in the for-profit sector. The Commonwealth Government would pay participants’ wages for two of the days and the employer for the remainder. 

In reviewing the pilot scheme, attention must be paid to whether participants have the opportunity to learn new skills or whether the pilot scheme proves to be only an arrangement whereby employers can obtain cheap subsidized labour on a revolving basis.

Extending the work experience available through Work for the Dole in this way will benefit the longer-term unemployed who have done a number of Work for the Dole projects and are therefore not learning any new skills, will provide an incentive for those participants who are unable to find a project which is relevant to their career aspirations to persevere with the initial Work for the Dole project, and will help older workers who need to be re-trained in a different type of work but are better to suited to on the job training than formal classroom learning. 

Recommendation 2
The Department drops its preference for new projects over old, assessing each project (new and existing) against the project’s potential (or demonstrated capacity in the case of existing projects) to provide benefits to both the community and participants. 

The desire to maximize community benefits leads DEWR to prefer that CWCs put forward new projects at each milestone and involve new Sponsors. The desire to spread community benefits as widely as possible is laudable, but the manifestation of this desire works against other program objectives as CWCs are not encouraged to repeat successful projects which provide substantial benefits to participants. It also fails to recognize that there are a finite number of community organisations willing (and able) to be involved in the program. 

Because brokered activities enable CWCs to match work experience to participants’ interests more closely, are easier to arrange in rural and remote areas, offer participants more flexibility in terms of the hours they work and have higher employment outcomes, it is recommended that:

Recommendation 3
The Department drops the current informal preference for group projects and in, rural and remote areas, the requirement that no more than 75 per cent of places be in internal and/or brokered programs be dropped. 

Recommendation 4
The name ‘Work for the Dole’ be changed to ‘Work for your Community’ and the requirement to display signs with the name of the program at work sites be left to the discretion of the CWC or Sponsor running the project. 

The most important area in which CWCs and Sponsors believe the Department’s prescriptive attitude reduces program effectiveness is training. The Department limits the amount of Federal Government money CWCs and Sponsors can spend on training to no more than 12 per cent of money allocated for direct work experience costs. Ninetyfive per cent of CWCs who responded to the survey said they would like to incorporate more training in their projects than is allowed for under Departmental guidelines. It is therefore recommended that:

Recommendation 5
The amount and type of training provided in each project be determined by the CWC and/or Sponsor subject only to the proviso that Departmental funds spent on training in all projects in a particular milestone does not exceed the maximum allowable for work experience fees.

See also Recommendation 11

Training credits for participants who successfully complete their Work for the Dole requirement introduced on 1 July 2002, have the potential to provide participants with desired training opportunities. Better integration of training credits and work experience would enable some participants to gain necessary qualifications while participating in a Work for the Dole project and hence increase their chance of gaining employment as a result of participating in the program. It is therefore recommended that:

Recommendation 6
Training credits be made available (on a pro-rata basis) after 8 weeks of participation in Work for the Dole. 

Some participants would like to use their training credits but the course they want to do costs more than $800. It is therefore recommended that:

Recommendation 7
Participants be given the option of electing to accumulate training credits over the life of two Work for the Dole projects. 

Removing current restrictions on the use of training credits is particularly important in rural and remote areas where few appropriate courses may be available and what is available may be repeated infrequently.

The pressure to place participants as quickly as possible (so that CWCs can meet their key performance indicators) severely limits the number of projects from which participants can choose, thereby reducing the potential effectiveness of the program. Departmental restrictions on participants choosing a project outside the Employment Service Area in which they live (or an adjacent Employment Service Area) limits participants’ choices even further. It is therefore recommended that:

Recommendation 8
CWCs be given more time to place participants in a project of their choice, allowing participants to wait up to four weeks to start work on a project of their choice. 

And

Recommendation 9
Current restrictions on participants’ ability to choose a Work for the Dole project outside their own Employment Service Area, or an adjacent Employment Service Area, be lifted. 

The pressure to fill project places quickly is just one example of an inappropriate monitoring system which tends to focus on compliance with process indicators rather than outcomes for participants. The unintended consequence of this is a reduction in the quality of work experience for participants, as CWCs and Sponsors spend increasing amounts of time (and money) fulfilling process requirements. We understand that performance indicators are under review. We urge that every effort be made to place more emphasis on outcomes for participants, including ‘soft outcomes’ such as improvements in key work skills and attitudes, and less emphasis on compliance with processes. In respect to this, we draw attention to the study funded by the European Social Fund (see Dewson, Eccles, Tackey and Jackson, 2000) which reviews ways soft outcomes have been measured in monitoring projects in Europe.

Currently, the Department encourages CWCs not to fill all their allocated places at the beginning of each milestone so that the CWC can respond to new project ideas put forward by Sponsors throughout the milestone period. However, in order to keep their business running, the CWC has to lodge all of its own activities as a sponsor at the beginning of the milestone (and get them approved) so that they can offer staff contracts for longer than six months. Retaining good supervisors is a vital part of providing quality work experience and achieving positive outcomes for participants. It is therefore recommended that:

Recommendation 10
The Department allows CWCs to fill all their allocated places at the beginning of the milestone and 50 per cent of their allocated places for the next milestone. 

Giving CWCs the ability to fill 75 per cent of their allocated places for the next two milestone periods will give CWCs more certainty while still allowing CWCs to respond to new ideas from Sponsors in the second milestone period.

 While the cost of a program is not necessarily related to its effectiveness, it is clear that lack of resources is making it harder to achieve both formal and informal program objectives. For example, as noted earlier, the money provided for training falls well short of what is needed. CWCs and Sponsors running outdoor projects often struggle to source necessary materials, while CWCs running information technology projects would like to be able to provide better computers and more software to enhance learning opportunities for participants. It is therefore recommended that:

Recommendation 11
The work experience fee be increased by 20 per cent in each category. 

The change from a fee for service to an acquittal process has increased the financial pressure on CWCs and Sponsors. This financial pressure acts a disincentive for community organisations to become involved in the program, as does the increase in public liability insurance required of Sponsors. It is therefore recommended that:

Recommendation 12
The Department drops the acquittal process introduced in July 2002 and returns to a fee for service model of funding. 

and

Recommendation 13
The Commonwealth takes responsibility for public liability insurance. 

The amount of money provided to participants to cover transport and other costs incurred through participating in Work for the Dole ($20.80 a fortnight) is often insufficient, particularly outside major metropolitan centres where public transport is limited and more expensive than government-run services in capital cities. It is therefore recommended that:

Recommendation 14
The additional payment provided to participants be increased to $35 per fortnight for regional participants and $50 for rural participants. 
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� Officially this help is given by increasing their “employability” because “employment outcomes are not part of the program’s immediate objectives” (DEWR, 2003, p 9), but in practice this distinction is not used by most of the organisations that the Government has contracted with to manage the Work for the Dole program.


� In view of the prominence The Australian gave to the Borland study and the subsequent controversy, a comment may be needed on why Borland reached the opposite conclusion to  Nevile and Nevile.  It had nothing to do with criticisms of the methodology used by the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations. Despite what the Australian asserted I never conceded that our results were subject to these criticisms. In fact we explicitly took them into account. The difference is probably due in part to deficiencies  in the data Borland used, but I think that the major reason for the different result is that Borland’s study was of the pilot program and Work for the Dole has undergone major changes since then.





�   The work experience fee is paid to cover direct costs incurred in providing work experience, e.g. tools and protective clothing.


�  The survey by Eardley, Saunders and Evans (2000, p 224) showed that 83 per cent of respondents approved of young (under 25) unemployed being made to participate in a Work for the Dole type scheme, 73 per cent approved of long-term unemployed (of any age) being required to participate, 38 per cent approved of those aged 50 or above being required to participate, 36 per cent approved of unemployed with young children being required to participate and 25 per cent approved of unemployed people with a disability being required to participate.
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