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Robodebt and social security policy 
Executive Summary 

• Australian social security policy since the 1980s has focused on encouraging working-age 
income support recipients to take up part-time work, as this is seen as a stepping-stone into 
full-time work and independence from the system. The Social Security Act has been amended 
more than 20 times over these years (Appendix 3), with the primary aim of encouraging 
substantial part-time work, particularly for students. 

• The policy objective was clearly set out in the Australians Working Together Package in the 
2001-02 Budget: 

"The Working Credit will encourage workforce-age people on income support to take up 
full-time, substantial part-time or irregular casual work by allowing them to keep more of 
their income support payment while working. The measure will improve the way the 
income tests are applied to earnings from work. The Working Credit will make irregular 
part-time or casual work more attractive. ... Rules will be changed to reduce disincentives 
to take short term full-time work by making it easier for people to get back onto their 
income support payment if they lose their job within 12 weeks." 

• There is a similar but much more generous Income Bank applying to people receiving student 
payments introduced by the Howard government in 1998, and substantially increased by the 
Gillard government in 2012 that currently (March 2023) allows people receiving ABSTUDY, 
Austudy or Youth Allowance (Student) to accumulate any unused portions of their fortnightly 
free area of $480 per fortnight for a single, independent Youth Allowance (Student), and a 
recipient can add this amount to their income bank, up to a maximum of 12,000 credits, or 
around 25 fortnights of zero earnings. This bank is then depleted at times of higher earnings 
such as periods of holiday employment 

• For many people, income averaging effectively assumes that they have been on payment for 
the whole of the financial year and have stable earnings while they are receiving a payment. 
This assumption is both factually incorrect and inconsistent with the clearly stated objectives 
of the Working Credit and the Income Bank, as well as with other aspects of the long-standing 
policy approach of encouraging part-time and casual work. 

• This report analyses the circumstances of people who received six of the main working-age 
payments between 2010-11 and 2018-19. These payments are Austudy, Newstart (for the 
unemployed), Parenting Payment Partnered, Parenting Payment Single, Youth Allowance 
(Other) (for younger unemployed people), and Youth Allowance (Student and Apprentice. 
These payments accounted for around 91 % of people subject to reviews between 2016 and 
2019 under the different phases of the Robodebt scheme. 

• The data analysed was provided by the Department of Social Services (DSS) using data derived 
from a dataset created in 2017 - Data Over Multiple Individual Occurrences. DOMINO, which 
provides a detailed longitudinal view of individuals' interactions with the social security 
system. It contains episodic information at a unit record level and as such can be utilised to 
view earnings patterns over time for each individual income support recipient. Prior to this, 
DSS had access to the Department of Human Services (DHS) Enterprise Data Warehouse 
(EDW), which could have been used to undertake a similar analysis at the time Robodebt was 
being considered or in operation. 
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It is particularly important to note that some of the data items such as the total recipients at 
the beginning and end of the year refer to the number of people in these categories, whereas 
data referring to exits and entries refer to events rather than people. Of course, events are 
experienced by people. However, the same person can experience multiple events in the same 
year. This complicates calculations of precise percentages of people experiencing specific 
events. The results to be discussed below should therefore be considered as approximations 
to the correct percentages, but they are highly likely to be reasonably close approximations 
and reliable. 

• The circumstances of these groups differ, but significant proportions of these groups report 
earnings, ranging from around 15 to 20% of Parenting Payment Partnered, 20-25% of Youth 
Allowance (Other), 30% for Austudy, 30-34% for Newstart, 35 to 40% for Youth Al lowance 
(Student), and 35 to 44% for Parenting Payment Single. The share of people with earnings is 
greater over the course of any year, than at any point in time in that year. 

• The share of these people with earnings who had stable incomes over the course of the 
financial year is extremely low, ranging from less than 3% of people receiving Youth Payments 
to around 5% of those receiving Newstart or Austudy, and between 5 and 10% of those 
receiving Parenting Payments. 

• For most of these people with variable earnings the variations were large, with more than 
90% of those with variable earnings having periods where their earnings were more than $100 
per fortnight different from their average, and more than 80% with variations greater than 
$200 per fortnight. 

• In addition to the variability of earnings while receiving payments, average earnings will be 
substantially different for people receiving payments for only part of a financial year. To take 
the example of Newstart (who accounted for 47% of those subject to reviews under Robodebt), 
in 2015-16 there were 783 thousand people receiving payment at the beginning of the year; 
500 thousand people entered the payment system during the year and 325 thousand exited 
the system, so that in total nearly 1.2 million separate people received payments at some 
time in the financial year. Flows into and out of the other payments were similarly large. 

Other population data sources that are publicly available reinforce this picture. It is well known 
that Australia has a high share of part-time and casual work, with casual workers essentially 
being employed on a temporary and "as needed" basis, meaning that their hours and 
earnings vary. Hourly earnings also vary with different rates for different shifts. Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data on Characteristics of Employment has been published since the 
1990s and shows that in 2014 nearly 40 % of casual workers did not work the same hours 
each week and 53% had pay that varied from one pay period to another. 

• The ABS labour market flows data points to the well-recognised importance of seeing most 
aspects of people's lives from a dynamic or longitudinal perspective. The most important 
source of information on changes in Australian's economic and social circumstances over time 
is the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey. HILDA was started 
in 2001 and has been funded by DSS (and its predecessor Departments) since that time. HILDA 
shows between 2001 and 2009 nearly two-thirds of Australian households of working age 
contained someone who had received an income support payment in this period. About one-
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third of all working-age individuals received income support for at least one week in 2009. 
However, about 10% of individuals received more than half of their income over the financial 
year from benefits, and only 5% received more than 90% of their annual income from income 
support (Melbourne Institute, 2012, p. 40). 
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REPORT TO THE ROBODEBT ROYAL COMMISSION ON 
ROBODEBT AND SOCIAL SECURITY POLICY 
Peter Whiteford, Crawford School of Public Policy, the Australian National University, 
peter.whiteford@anu.edu.au 10 March 2023 

1. Introduction and outline 

1.1. This report has been prepared at the request of the Royal Commission into the Robodebt 
Scheme (see letter of engagement at Attachment A). The assumptions of fact are set out in 
annexure A to the letter of engagement. This report sets out my responses to each of the 
issues raised in the letter of engagement, which are as follows: 

(a) The role of income-testing in Australia and how it relates to accuracy of payments and 
therefore potentially to customer debts; 

(b) Major policy developments designed to encourage social security recipients to work part-
time and therefore combine earnings and benefit receipt; 

(c) Developments in the labour market that have increased the overlap between receipt of 
benefits and part-time earnings; 

(d) What is known from population level data about transitions between social security and 
work, both at a point in time and within and between years; 

(e) What is known from administrative data from the DSS and Services Australia about 
transitions between social security and work, both at a point in time and within and between 
years; 

(f) Whether the use of data based on the assumption that a Recipient's income can be 
averaged over an annual period to identify 'over-payments' is consistent with policy 
directions in the social security system with respect to encouraging work by Recipients; 

(g) Changes in the Patterns of Recipient Earnings and Patterns of Recipient Employment in 
the period 2010-2015, prior to the introduction of the Scheme, and 2015-2019; 

(h) The Patterns of Benefit Engagement in the period 2010-2019; 

(i) The nature of Labour Force Patterns, particularly for low-income earners and Recipients, 
in the period 2010-2019; 

(j) Assess in light of those characteristics whether the assumption underlying income 
averaging — that incomes are consistently earned with little variation between fortnights — 
could be regarded as reasonably accurate or as a reliable measure of fortnightly income; 

(k) Whether any concerns identified in relation to income averaging would or should have 
been identifiable in 2015 based on the available Information Resources on Recipient 
Patterns, Income Volatility and Labour Force Patterns; 

(I) Subsequent analysis about whether legislative changes before the introduction of the 
Scheme or subsequently to make income averaging lawful would be consistent with the 
long-standing policy to encourage social security recipients to work part-time; and 

(m) Any other matter of substance I consider relevant to the terms of reference, based on 
my expertise and knowledge with respect to income support policy or practice. 

1.2. Section 2 sets out my qualifications, expertise and experience in relation to income support 
policy and practice. 
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1.3. Section 3 discusses the role of income-testing in Australia and how it relates to accuracy of 
payments and therefore potentially to customer debts (Issue (a) in Paragraph 1.1). 

1.4. Section 4 discusses the major policy developments designed to encourage social security 
recipients to work part-time and therefore combine earnings and benefit receipt. This 
includes discussion of the income-testing of student payments, which is more generous in 
recognition of the different patterns of student earnings in holiday periods ((Issue (b) in 
Paragraph 1.1) 

1.5. Section 5 outlines developments in the Australian labour market that have increased the 
overlap between receipt of benefits and part-time earnings (Issues (c) and (i) in Paragraph 
1.1). 

1.6. Section 6 summarises what is known from population level data about earnings and 
income volatility and transitions between social security and work, both at a point in time 
and within and between years, using data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
and results from the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey, 
conducted by the University of Melbourne and funded by the Department of Social 
Services (DSS) (Issue (d) from Paragraph 1.1). 

1.7. Section 7 discusses what is known from administrative data from the DSS and Services 
Australia about transitions between social security and work, both at a point in time and 
within and between years. This is based on new analysis of data provided DSS (Reference 
NTG-0165). This discussion deals with Issues (e), (g) and (h) in Paragraph 1.1.). 

1.8. Section 8 summarises the main findings of the paper and includes a discussion of whether 
legislative changes before the introduction of Robodebt or subsequently to make income 
averaging lawful would be consistent with the long-standing policy to encourage social 
security recipients and students to work part-time. This discussion deals with Issues (j), (k) 
and (I) in Paragraph 1.1. 

1.9. After the list of references, the report contains six Appendices: Appendix 1 is the Letter of 
Engagement to produce this report; Appendix 2 gives the statistical series of the number 
(000s) of recipients of Social Security Income Support Payments between 2010 and 2019 
(the stock at 30 June each year); Appendix 3 provides a detailed summary of the legislative 
changes since 1980 that have been designed to encourage part-time and temporary full-
time work, both for payments for the unemployed and for students; Appendix 4 provides 
the list of variable for the data provided by the DSS to the Royal Commission for this 
analysis; Appendix 5 is the Explanatory Notes and Glossary for the data provided by the 
DSS; Appendix 6 is my detailed curriculum vitae. 

2. Qualifications, expertise and experience 

2.1. I am a Professor in the Crawford School of Public Policy at the Australian National 
University, where I teach courses on social policy as part of the Masters of Public Policy 
Programme. My research focuses the effects of social security policies in Australia and 
internationally on income inequality and income poverty, as well as the interaction of the 
social security system with the tax system. 

2.2. My background is that my first full-time job was in 1975 when I started as graduate in the 
then Department of Social Security in Canberra. After about three years, I joined the 
Development Division of the Department, which was the main policy and research area 
focusing on the system of cash benefits. The Division had policy development and review 
responsibilities for all cash benefits, including Age and Invalid (Disability) Pensions, family 
payments, and Unemployment and Sickness Benefits. (At the time the administration and 
delivery of these benefits was the responsibility of the Benefits Division, also within the 
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same Department.) After some years of working in the Long-Term Research Section of the 
Research and Statistics Branch on issues including the effects of cash benefits on incentives 
to work and the relative needs of different types of households, I moved into the Policy 
Review Branch of the Development Division which was responsible for reviewing policy 
proposals from within the Department and co-ordinating the annual Budget. In this Branch, 
I worked on issues to do with the interaction between the taxation and social security 
systems, as well as the Department's submission to the 1985 Tax Summit where I directed 
a small group developing proposals for how to compensate social security recipients for 
the proposed introduction of a broad-based consumption tax (a GST). 

2.3. In 1986, I took leave without pay and moved to the then Social Welfare Research Centre 
(SWRC) at the University of New South Wales. The SWRC (later the Social Policy Research 
Centre (SPRC)) was a research only group, fully-funded by the Department of Social 
Security following one of the recommendations of the Henderson Inquiry into Poverty in 
Australia. While at UNSW between 1986 and 1991 I worked on a wide variety of research 
projects on assistance for families, benefit replacement rates and poverty traps in the 
Australian social security system. During this period, I was also seconded back into the 
Department, first to work on the Cass Review into the Australian Social Security system and 
later to work on the implementation of the changes to assistance for families as a result of 
the Hawke Government's 1987 pledge to end child poverty. During this period, I also was a 
consultant for the New Zealand Government's Royal Commission on Social Policy. 

2.4. In 1991, I was appointed to a position at the Social Policy Research Unit (SPRU) at the 
University of York in the United Kingdom. SPRU undertook research commissioned by the 
UK Department of Social Security, and I worked on a range of this research, primarily on 
international comparisons of assistance for families, comparisons of income-tested benefit 
systems in OECD countries, and related social security topics. During this period, I also 
completed a doctorate (D. Phil.) on comparisons of the impact of welfare state 
programmes on the living standards of age pensioners in high-income countries. 

2.5. In 1995, I returned to the Social Policy Research Centre at UNSW, but after a short period, I 
took up a position as a consultant in the Office of the Minister for Social Security advising 
on policy and research issues. In April 1996 I rejoined the Australian Public Service in the 
Strategic Policy and Analysis Branch of the Strategic Development Division of the 
Department of Family and Community Services (formerly the Department of Social 
Security), where I directed a section working on strategic research issues, including 
analysing the adequacy of social security benefits, as well as prioritising internal 
Departmental proposals for external research, including the funding of the development of 
Australia's first longitudinal survey, HILDA, funded by the Department and conducted by 
the University of Melbourne. 

2.6. In 2000, I took leave without pay to take up a position at the Secretariat of the 
Organisation of Economic Co-operation and Development in Paris, where I initially worked 
on social policies in Non-Member Economies (China, South-East Asia and Eastern Europe). I 
subsequently worked in the Employment Division on policies to increase employment at 
older ages, and the Social Policy Division on policies to reduce child poverty and the impact 
of social security and taxation policies on income inequality in OECD countries, among a 
wide range of other topics. 

2.7. In 2008, I returned as a Professor in the Social Policy Research Centre at UNSW, 
undertaking research and evaluation projects on social security policy, as well as child 
poverty and deprivation in the Pacific. In 2013, I moved to the Crawford School of Public 
Policy, where as mentioned I teach courses on social policy and undertake research, 
primarily on income inequality and social security policy. 
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2.8. In summary, while I have worked in a range of Australian and international settings, my 
focus since commencing work in 1975 has been on social security policy and research. In 
July 2008, I was appointed by the Australian government to the Reference Group for the 
Harmer Review of the Australian pension system. I was an invited keynote speaker at the 
Melbourne Institute-Australia's Future Tax and Transfer Policy Conference held in June 
2009 as part of the Henry Review of Australia's Future Tax System, and prepared a paper 
on the architecture of the Australian tax and social security systems. In 2022, I was 
appointed as a Member of the Australian Government's Economic Inclusion Advisory 
Committee EIAC . 

2.9. While much of my research has been at a fairly high-level looking at how the Australian 
social security system compares with those of other countries in terms of design and 
macro-level outcomes, I have also been involved in research on more focused social 
security policy issues, including on how the systems deals with overpayments and debts 
and related issues. 

2.10. In 2003, while working at the OECD, I co-wrote a paper with academic colleagues in the 
United Kingdom and Canada on how systems of family payments deal with problems of 
overpayments and debts. This discussed the significant problems that Australia 
experienced in the early 2000s in the Family Tax Benefit system, where families were 
required to estimate their annual incomes in advance, with reconciliation at the end of the 
financial year, which resulted in hundreds of thousands of families under-estimating their 
future incomes and therefore incurring debts. At the time, the United Kingdom was 
introducing a similar system of Child Tax Credits — which ultimately had very similar debt 
problems. In both cases, the overpayment and debt problems were the result of faulty 
policy design. (This paper was published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in the UK in 
2003: Peter Whiteford, Jane Millar and Michael Mendelson, Timing it right? Tax credits and 
how to respond to income changes, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, London.) 

2.11. In 2016, I co-authored a paper on Measures to address poverty traps caused by Income 
Maintenance Periods and Compensation Preclusion Periods, for the National Welfare Rights 
Network (Regan and Whiteford, 2016). This research related to people excluded from 
income support because they are serving an Income Maintenance Period (IMP) or 
Compensation Preclusion Period (CPP) and who are in financial difficulty. IMPs apply when 
a person receives redundancy, annual leave, sick leave, maternity or long service leave 
payments. CPPs apply where a person receives a lump sum compensation payment for 
personal injury which includes a component for lost earnings or lost capacity to earn 
('economic loss'). This research dealt with people excluded from social security payments, 
but aspects of these and related policies are relevant to the concluding discussion of policy 
issues in Section 7. 

2.12. In early 2017, I approached the website, The Conversation to see whether they might be 
interested in an article on then recent media reports on the Centrelink debt letters. This 
was published in the Conversation on January 11 2017, Note to Centrelink: Australian 
workers' lives have changed. This discussion was not based on an analysis of legal issues, 
but about the labour market changes over time that meant that people's circumstances are 
complicated. In particular, the article noted that averaging of income over a financial year 
was particularly unlikely to be accurate for students, since the tax year and the academic 
year do not coincide. 

2.13. In 2019, I again worked with Professor Jane Millar while on study leave in the United 
Kingdom comparing the problems with Robodebt - that by then were much more apparent 
- with emerging problems in the United Kingdom, with Universal Credit, their system of 
income support and in-work support for low-income households. The first version of the 
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paper was presented at an international conference in June 2019, and was published in 
2020 (Millar and Whiteford, 2020). The UK problems led to significant underpayments of 
benefits rather than overpayments, and were mainly the result of faulty policy design.' 

2.14. This paper emphasised that one of the central design challenges of any income-tested 
welfare system is how to assess needs against income in a timely way, in order to 
determine how much benefit should be paid. This involves a series of decisions, including 
what is taken into account as income, whose income in a family unit is counted, over what 
time period income is measured, how long awards should last, and how responsive the 
system should be to changes in income and circumstances during the period of the award. 

2.15. Following this, the Federal Court decision in 2019 and the subsequent class action, I 
worked on a more detailed analysis of how Robodebt had developed, with an article 
published in 2021 ( "Debt by design: The anatomy of a social policy fiasco — Or was it 
something worse? Australian Journal of Public Administration). In this article, which related 
what had happened since 2015 to the academic literature on "policy failure", I argued that 
Robodebt was at best a "policy fiasco" —that is a mistake that should have been obvious 
from the start of the process. I argued, however, that it differs, however, from other 
failures in that its intention was fundamentally misguided to the extent that it could be 
considered a case of `policy malfeasance'. I also published an article in The Conversation in 
November 2020 based on the draft journal article, as well as other media discussion. 

3. Income tests and social security policy 

3.1. The Australian income support system consists of a range of different pensions and 
benefits designed to provide a minimum level of income support, each with its own 
eligibility criteria and conditionality requirements. According to the McClure Review of the 
Australian Welfare System (2015), there were around 20 income support payments and 55 
supplementary payments, which cover additional costs. The most important of the latter 
are related to the presence of children and to the housing costs of households, but also 
include additional support with costs of disability, a range of education expenses, 
pharmaceutical costs, energy costs, transport costs and telephones, among other items. 

3.2. The complexity of the system at the time is illustrated in Figure 1 from the McClure Report 
(A New System for Better Employment and Social Outcomes, 2015), which noted that the 
different payment categories had been developed to reflect the different pathways that 
may lead to a person needing to receive income support. In March 2020, seven payments 
were replaced by a new income support benefit, the JobSeeker Payment, for those of 
working age "with capacity to work now or in the near future". This change had been 
announced in the 2017-18 Budget (Department of Social Services, 2017), following the 
earlier McClure review of Australia's welfare system. Before the change, Newstart 
recipients had accounted for 97% of the total number receiving the superseded benefits. 

2 The UK system had shifted to monthly payments in arrears and accounting periods, which meant that people 
who were actually paid four weekly could get more than one wage payment in a month. This meant that they 
might receive no Universal Credit in that month and also get no later increase for the period, even though 
there had been no change in their income. Moreover, the UK policy leading to underpayments was found by their 
High Court to be unlawful in early 2019 (CPAG, 2019). The UK Court of Appeal upheld this judgement in 2020, finding 
government policy to be "perverse and irrational" (CPAG, 2020). 
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Figure 1: Australia's Income Support System in 2014 (excluding payments to veterans) 
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Source: A New System for Better Employment and Social Outcomes: Final Report, p. 42 

3.3. Income support payments are of two types — "pensions" and "allowances". Pensions are 
usually regarded as for people who need support for a longer period (such as the aged, 
people with disability and carers) and are paid at a higher rate. Allowances are viewed as 
being for people likely to need support for a shorter period, such as the unemployed, the 
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sick and students and are paid at a lower rate. Lone parents are paid at an intermediate 
level. Policy and labour market changes have tended to blur this distinction between long-
term and short-term, with many people on unemployment payments experiencing long 
durations of receipt of income support. In part, this is because , many people on 
unemployment payments have partial capacity to work or have school age children. 

3.4. Income support payments are mutually exclusive at a point in time. In total, in 2016 there 
were around 2.7 million people receiving either an Age Pension or a (similar) Department 
of Veterans Affairs Service Pension, and around 2.6 million people receiving other working 
age income support (defined then as from age 16 to 64, Figure 2). It can be calculated that 
at 30 June 2016 27.5 % of the adult population were receiving an income support payment, 
comprising 76% of the population aged 65 years and over and 16% of the population of 
working age. Appendix 2 gives a time series of the number of recipients of the major 
income support payments in Australia at 30 June for each year between 2010 and 2019. 

3.5. In order to be eligible for most income support benefits, individuals must fall into defined 
categories. These include being over the age of 66.5 years (for Age Pension), having a 
permanent medical condition that prevents the person from working 15 hours or more per 
week within the next 2 years (for Disability Support Pension), caring for a person with a 
disability (Carer Payment), caring for children (for Parenting Payment Partnered or 
Parenting Payment Single), or being unemployed and actively looking for work (for the two 
current unemployment payment, Jobseeker Payment and Youth Allowance (Other)) or 
being a student. In addition, each payment has a range of other eligibility conditions, 
including differing age requirements and residence requirements, and having incomes and 
assets below specified levels. Once these conditions of eligibility are satisfied, the level of 
benefits to which individuals are entitled will be calculated based on their precise level of 
income and assets of themselves and their partners and on aspects of their family living 
arrangements. 

Figure 2: Recipients of main income support payments, June 2016 (thousands) 

3000 
2538.2 

2500 

2000 

1500 

1000 782.9 732.1 

500 111... 309.5 260.6 259.4 170.5 100.2 
9® 

47.1 - 
0 ® — 

AP DSP NSA Student Carer PPS DVA PPP YA Other 

Note: AP: Age Pension (including DVA Age Pension); DSP: Disability Support Pension; NSA: Newstart Allowance; 
Students include Austudy, ABSTUDY Living Allowance and Youth Allowance (Student and Apprentice); PPS: 
Parenting Payment Single; PPP: Parenting Payment Partnered; YS: Youth Allowance (Other). Source: DSS 
Payment Demographic data https://data.gov.au/dataset/dss-payment-demographic-data 

3.6. The Services Australia Submission to the Senate Community Affairs References Committee 
Inquiry into the Income Compliance Programme (page 21) states that of all OCl/EIC/CUPI 
reviews completed between 1 July 2016 and 30 June 2019, 47% were of people who had 
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received Newstart Allowance, 28% were of Youth Allowance, 12% of Parenting Payment, 
4% of Austudy, 4% of Disability Support Pension, 2% Sickness Allowance, and 3% Other. 
This meant that Newstart recipients and students were significantly over-represented in 
the groups affected by Robodebt, although this may reflect decisions not to target Age or 
Disability Pensioners. 

Social Security income tests 

3.7. The Australian social security system differs markedly from those in other high-income 
countries. In Europe, the United States and Japan, most cash benefits are financed by 
contributions from employers and employees, with payments calculated as a percentage of 
past earnings, so higher income workers receive higher absolute levels of benefits if they 
become unemployed or when they retire. 

3.8. In contrast, in Australia and New Zealand, government benefits are flat-rate entitlements 
financed from general revenue, and there are no separate social security contributions. In 
both countries, benefits are income-tested or asset-tested, so payments reduce as other 
resources increase. The rationale for this approach is that it provides the most efficient 
means of reducing poverty, by concentrating available resources on the poor ("helping 
those most in need"), while minimising the overall level of spending and taxes (Whiteford, 
2010). 

3.9. While spending on Social Security and Welfare is the largest single component of the 
Commonwealth Government Budget, overall Australia spends less on cash benefits than 
most other high-income countries. This is shown in Figure 3, which shows spending as a % 
of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) in 2017. Australia had the eighth lowest level of spending 
of these 38 countries. 

Figure 3: Spending on cash benefits, OECD countries, 2017 
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Source: OECD, Social Expenditure Database (SOCX) - OECD . Data extracted on 20 Oct 2022 from OECD.Stat. 

3.10. The overall low level of social security spending is largely a consequence of the targeted 
nature of income support in Australia. In fact, Australia has the highest level of spending on 
income-tested payments in the OECD-6.5 % of GDP and close to 80 %3 of all spending on 
cash benefits in 2012 (Causa and Hermansen, 2017). This compares to just over 50 % in 
Canada, 37 % in New Zealand, around 26 % in Britain and the United States, and less than 
10 % in most European countries (Causa and Hermansen, 2017). As a result, Australia also 

3 The main non-income-tested spending relates to Australian State and Territory Government schemes of 
workers' compensation and pensions for retired public servants. 
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has the most progressive distribution of all cash benefits in the OECD, with more than 40% 
of benefit spending being directed to the poorest 20% of the population (OECD, 2008). 

3.11. Income-testing has a central objective that recipients should get the right level of payment, 
no more (and no less). The aim of targeting assistance according to income is that all 
individuals in the same financial circumstances should receive the same level of financial 
assistance from government. Incorrect overpayments imply that both the objectives of 
providing the greatest assistance to those most in need and minimising the overall level of 
spending are not being met. Incorrect underpayments (or when people do not claim their 
entitlements) imply that poverty is not being effectively reduced. When payments are 
made incorrectly because individuals have not accurately reported their financial resources 
this weakens the integrity of a targeted system of income support-4

3.12. There are disadvantages associated with income-testing. In the political science and social 
policy literature, these involve arguments that income -testing reinforces notions of the 
"deserving" and "undeserving" poor and results in less generous benefits (Whiteford, 
2015). In the economics literature, it is argued that payments that are "target efficient" 
may not necessarily be economically efficient. In particular, income testing raises concerns 
about economic incentives to work (and save, partner and have children). 

3.13. Since the 1970s, Australia — like other OECD countries - has experienced significant 
structural changes in its labour market, including a fall in male labour force participation 
rates particularly at older ages and an increase in female participation rates, mainly an 
increase in part-time employment. The unemployment rate, which was 1.5% in the 1960s 
increased to 4.6% in 1975, and reached 10% for much of 1983 and 11.0% in 1992 and 1993. 

3.14. There have also been major changes in the processes of youth entry to the labour market. 
Where once young men took on full-time employment after finishing compulsory 
secondary education and young women had a relatively short period of employment 
before marrying and having children, now longer educational participation — in terms of 
both finishing high school and attending university or other forms of tertiary education — 
has become the norm for men and women. It has also become far more common for young 
people to combine part-time work and study. 

3.15. Up until 1969, all income support payments in Australia had 100 % withdrawal rates; that 
is, above 'free areas' payments reduced dollar for dollar, as private income increased.' 
From the late 1970s onwards, with rising levels of unemployment, there were concerns 
that 100% withdrawal rates for unemployment payments meant that there was no return 
from working part-time. High withdrawal rates could overlap with the tax system to 
produce very high effective marginal tax rates (EMTRs) and thus create 'poverty traps' and 
'unemployment traps' that meant there were significant disincentives for the unemployed 
to accept low-paid or part-time work (Podger, Raymond and Jackson, 1980; Whiteford, 
Bradbury and Saunders, 1989). Box 1 provides a Glossary of these and related terms. 

4 Contributory systems can also make incorrect payments, but usually because contributions have not been 
recorded accurately. 
5 The introduction of a 50% withdrawal rate for Age Pensions by the Coalition government in 1969 was not 
related to later changes in income tests for unemployment payments, but reflected the (temporary) pathway 
towards a free of means-test support for the aged. 
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Box 1: Glossary of social security terms 

Income-tested benefit — Payment that reduces as income from other sources, such as earnings 
increases. All Australian income support payments are income-tested. 

Free area - Income level below which social security payments are not reduced or withdrawn as 
other income or earnings increases. For example, currently a single adult receiving Jobseeker 
Payment has a free area of $150 per fortnight before payments start to be reduced. 

Withdrawal rate — The rate (percentage) at which income-tested benefits are withdrawn or 
reduced as other income increases. For example, Jobseeker Payment is reduced by 50 cents in the 
dollar for every dollar over $150 per fortnight. The withdrawal rate increases to 60 cents in the 
dollar (60%) for income over $256 per fortnight. 

Cut-out point —The income level at which payments are reduced to zero because of the withdrawal 
of benefits. The cut-out point is the arithmetical product of the withdrawal rate (s), the basic benefit 
level and the free area(s). For a single person receiving Jobseeker Payment this is currently 
$1,231.50 per fortnight. 

Effective marginal tax rate (EMTR) — An EMTR refers to the combined effect of the withdrawal of 
benefits and the payment of income tax (plus other features such as the repayment of HECS debts 
or the phasing-in of the Medicare Levy) over the same income range as earnings increase. For 
example, a part-rate Jobseeker Payment is reduced by 60 cents in the dollar on income over $256 
per fortnight and that person will start to pay income tax on earnings over $698 per fortnight. This 
means that for every dollar earned between $698 per fortnight and $1,296.34 per fortnight, a 
Jobseeker loses 60 cents in benefit withdrawal and pays 19% income tax on the remaining 40 cents, 
meaning that they lose 67.6 cents for every dollar earned. 

Poverty/unemployment trap - A poverty (or unemployment) trap refers to circumstances where 
returns to work are so low because of high EMTRs that there is very little financial reward to 
increasing hours of work, "trapping" social security recipients into poverty and/or unemployment. 

The Working Credit scheme al lows working age social security recipients (including Jobseeker 
Payment and Youth Allowance (Other) recipients) to build up credits during periods when little or 
no income is received. These credits can then be used to reduce the amounts that are assessed 
under the income test during fortnights in which they do have employment income. Recipients 
typically accrue one credit for each dollar of difference between $48 and their income in each 
fortnight. 

The income bank is similar to the Working Credit, but is more generous and applies to students 
receiving ABSTUDY, Austudy or Youth Allowance (Student). It allows students to accumulate any 
unused portions of their fortnightly free area of $480 per fortnight for a single, independent Youth 
Allowance (Student), and a recipient can add this amount to their income bank, up to a maximum 
of 12,000 credits, or around 25 fortnights of zero earnings. This bank is then depleted at times of 
higher earnings such as periods of holiday employment. 

The employment income nil rate period policy provides incentives for recipients to take up work, 
including substantial part-time or irregular casual work. An employment income nil rate period 
starts on the date of effect of the nil rate determination and runs until 6 fortnights after the end of 
the instalment period in which the nil rate determination happened. In effect, an employment 
income nil rate period can last up to 6 to 7 fortnights, or until the recipient's social security pension 
or benefit is reinstated due to a drop in income whichever is the earlier. If the recipient does not 
have their income support reinstated their payment is cancelled at the end of an employment 
income nil rate period. If the recipient reports a fall in income during an employment income nil 
rate period (sufficient to give at least a part rate of social security pension or benefit), a rate increase 
enables the social security pension or benefit to be resumed without the need to lodge a new claim. 
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3.16. Starting in 1980 the main allowance income tests were gradually liberalised, first by the 
introduction of an initial 50 % withdrawal rate immediately following the 'free area', with a 
100% withdrawal rate maintained on somewhat higher earnings. This was followed by an 
increase in the free area, then by abolition of the separate, dollar-for-dollar income test 
withdrawal of assistance for private rental costs within the free area in 1987. Further 
liberalisations included an additional free area for earnings between 1990 and 1995, with 
this mechanism and the standard free area able to be accumulated as an 'earnings credit' 
to be applied in future assessment periods from 1994. 

3.17. There were broader reforms from July 1995, which saw the 100 % withdrawal rate reduced 
to 70 %, as well as the removal of the additional earnings free area, with the earnings 
credit retained and applying to the standard income free area (Saunders, 1995). At the 
same time, there was also a change to the income test treatment of couples, so that the 
earnings of one partner in a couple did not reduce the other partner's payment until the 
first earner's component was fully extinguished. At the time of these changes, the number 
of people reporting earnings increased. Box 2 provides the current (March 2023)6
definition of earnings included in the income test for payments for the unemployed. 

3.18. Appendix A provides a summary of these changes to income-testing arrangements since 
1980, with more than 20 amendments to the Social Security legislation in that period.' 

3.19. The combination of increased real levels of payments in the 1970s and 1980s, the 
extension of assistance with private rental costs, a higher free area and reduced benefit 
withdrawal rates meant that the cut-out points for benefits moved up the earnings 
distribution' 

3.20. As a result of these and subsequent changes, the "cut-out point" —where the benefit is 
reduced to zero - for a single person receiving Jobseeker payment is currently $1,296.34 
per fortnight, equivalent to nearly four days a week at the minimum wage (or around 3 
days for someone with a casual loading in addition to the minimum wage). People 
receiving unemployment payments can be in part-time work and receiving benefits. In 
December 20229, around 24% of people receiving Jobseeker Payment and 22% of those 
receiving Youth Allowance (Other) were in part-time work. Data on the share of people 
receiving unemployment payments and in part-time work are not readily available for the 
early 1990s. However, a closely related statistic — the share of unemployment recipients 
being paid a reduced rate of payment because their income was over the free area — shows 
that the share being paid a reduced rate increased from around 11-12% between 1989 and 
1991 to over 17% in 1995 and 1996. This suggests that changes to the income test in this 
period were associated with an increased share of people combining work and income 
support.10

6 All references to current payments and conditions refer to the situation at 1 March 2023. 

These do not include changes to payments for people of Age Pension Age, such as the Work Bonus from 
2009. 
8 The cut-out point moved from around 32% of Male Total Average Weekly Earnings in 1994 to nearly 40% 
currently. The fall in the level of benefits relative to wages has to some extent offset the reduction in the rates 
of benefit withdrawal. 

9 Note that these are stock figures i.e., they count the proportion of people with earnings on a specific date. 

10 Figures for June 2022 show that more than 90% of those receiving a reduced rate of payment had earnings 
over the free area (Department of Social Services, 2022a). 
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Box 2. Definition of employment income for income tests for Jobseeker and Youth Allowance 
(Other), March 2023 

• Employment income includes all of the following: 
• salary, wages or commissions 
• some allowances
• pay for piece work, such as for an amount of fruit you pick 
• fixed and variable price contracts 
• fringe benefits 
• salary sacrifice amounts 
• payments from a private trust you're involved in that aren't distribution or loan 

repayments 
• payments from a company you're involved in that aren't dividend or loan repayments 
• other income you get for work performed including lump sums such as directors fees. 

• Employment income paid from a private trust or company includes: 
• wages 
• directors fees 
• other remunerative lump sums such as bonus payments or commissions. 

What it doesn't include 
• Employment income doesn't include any of the following: 
• money you get from your sole trader business or partnership 
• superannuation pensions 
• injury compensation 
• insurance payouts that relate to your job 
• lump sum leave payments when your job end 

Source: Services Australia, https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/employment-

3.21. Data on the share of people receiving unemployment payments and in part-time work are 
not readily available for the early 1990s. However, a closely related statistic — the share of 
unemployment recipients being paid a reduced rate of payment because their income was 
over the free area — shows that the share being paid a reduced rate increased from around 
11-12% between 1989 and 1991 to over 17% in 1995 and 1996. This suggests that changes 
to the income test in this period were associated with an increased share of people 
combining work and income support.'1

3.22. In addition to these changes to the income test to encourage part-time work, other 
features of income testing arrangements have been devised to facilitate transitions 
between receipt of income support and employment. 

3.23. The policy objective was clearly set out in the Australians Working Together Package in the 
2001-02 Budget: 

"Figures for June 2022 show that more than 90% of those receiving a reduced rate of payment had earnings 
over the free area (Department of Social Services, 2022a). 
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"The Working Credit will encourage workforce-age people on income 
support to take up full-time, substantial part-time or irregular casual 
work by allowing them to keep more of their income support payment 
while working. The measure will improve the way the income tests are 
applied to earnings from work. The Working Credit will make irregular 
part-time or casual work more attractive. When a person gets some 
work, their earnings will be offset against the Working Credit they have 
built up. This means less income will be counted under the income test, 
and the person will keep more of the payment than under the current 
rules. 

Rules will be changed to reduce disincentives to take short term full-
time work by making it easier for people to get back onto their income 
support payment if they lose their job within 12 weeks." 

3.24. Currently, the Working Credit scheme allows working age social security recipients 
(including Jobseeker Payment and Youth Allowance (Other) recipients) to build up credits 
during periods when little or no income is received. These credits can then be used to 
reduce the amounts that are assessed under the income test during fortnights in which 
they do have employment income. Recipients typically accrue one credit for each dol lar of 
difference between $48 and their income in each fortnight. For example, if an individual 
has no income in a fortnight, they can accrue 48 credits. Jobseeker Payment recipients can 
accrue a maximum of 1,000 credits (so $1,000 of income can be excluded from the income 
test if they do take up work). Youth Allowance (Other) recipients can accrue 3,500 credits. 

3.25. The Working Credit scheme is intended as an incentive for payment recipients to take up 
work, including short-term work such as seasonal work. It works to reduce the disincentive 
effect of the income test where the withdrawal of income support partly offsets any 
increased income from working. (A similar, but more generous income bank is available for 
students, as discussed below.) It can be noted, however, that recipients would have to be 
without earnings for considerable periods to build up the maximum working credit — for an 
adult unemployed person this would be 21 fortnights with no earnings and for a younger 
recipient it would be 73 fortnights. 

3.26. The employment income nil rate period policy provides incentives for recipients to take up 
work, including substantial part-time or irregular casual work. According to the Social 
Security Guide, "It acknowledges the increasing casual nature of jobs and the lack of job 
security in some occupations, and enables recipients to get back onto payment easily 
during a nil rate period." 12

Assistance for Students 

3.27. Just as there were increasing policy concerns about the effects of income-tested benefits 
on incentives to work, from the 1970s onward there were policy concerns about incentives 
for young people to continue school and higher education, particularly if they could receive 
higher income support when unemployed rather than studying. 

12 The guide gives the following example: "Jamie is a university student receiving YA. Jamie is paid income from 
her job, as a part-time swimming instructor throughout the academic year, so does not build up a student 
income bank. After exams at the end of the year, she increases the hours she works at the pool and her 
income takes her YA rate to nil. Jamie is still qualified for YA as she plans to study next year, but it is not 
payable due to her level of income. She is qualified for an employment income nil rate period. After 5 
fortnights Jamie starts back at university, she drops back to part-time work and her rate of YA increases to a 
part rate of payment." 
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3.28. In 1987, the Hawke Government introduced a single payment for students called Austudy 
to replace the three schemes previously introduced by the Whitlam Government. The new 
scheme provided assistance based on age rather than the level of study undertaken. The 
rates of assistance for students and young unemployed people were aligned to reduce 
disincentives to study. This resulted in improved rates of assistance for students (Daniels, 
2017). 

3.29. In 1998, the Howard Government introduced a single Youth Allowance to provide income 
support for all young people whether studying or seeking employment. The objective was 
to simplify assistance and further reduce disincentives to study by applying similar means 
tests to jobseekers and students. Students over 25 years of age were assisted through the 
separate Austudy Payment. 

3.30. At the time, full-time students could earn up to $230 per fortnight and still receive the full 
rate. (This free area was much higher than that applying to people receiving 
unemployment payments.) Income over $230 but below $310 reduced payment by fifty 
cents for every dollar of income. Income above $310 reduced payment by seventy cents 
for every dollar of income. An income bank allowed students to accumulate any unused 
portions of their fortnightly free area of $230 up to a maximum of $6,000. This bank was 
then depleted at times of higher earnings such as periods of holiday employment. 

3.31. In 2012, the personal income test free area for Youth Allowance and Austudy Payment was 
increased from $236 to $400 per fortnight. The threshold was indexed to the CPI annually 
from January 2013. The maximum balance in the student income bank was increased from 
$6,000 to $10,000 from July 2012 and indexed to the CPI from January 2013. 

3.32. Currently, the personal income test free area is $480 per fortnight for a single, 
independent Youth Allowance (Student), and a recipient can add this amount to their 
income bank, up to a maximum of 12,000 credits, or around 25 fortnights of zero earnings. 
Because the maximum credit is so high it seems unlikely that many people would achieve 
this amount in their bank, but because the amount added per fortnight of zero earnings is 
so high, it is relatively easy to replenish the bank. This arrangement seems well designed in 
principle to allow students to vary their work hours when study requirements are pressing, 
and also to work much more substantially during term/semester breaks and between 
course years. In addition, the credit is carried over the whole duration of a course. 

3.33. The central cause of Robodebt arises from the nature of the discrepancies identified 
between income reported to Centrelink and income reported to the Australian Tax Office. 
The income reported to the Australian Tax Office is total income received in the financial 
year from 1 July to 30 June. Social Security payments are made fortnightly and the level of 
entitlement is based on the financial and personal circumstances applying during the 
fortnightly reporting period for which the payment is made. During the Robodebt period, 
people receiving a payment had their employment income assessed in the instalment 
period in which it was earned, derived, or received, based on whichever event occurs first, 
usually when people earned the money.13

3.34. For recipients of Newstart Allowance, the fortnightly Entitlement Period ended one 
working day before their payment day. Employee payslips rarely arrived to coincide with 
the Newstart notification dates, and were likely to cover a slightly different fortnightly 

13 Under the Social Services and Other Legislation Amendment (Simplifying Income Reporting and Other 
Measures) Act 2020 that commenced in December 2020, income support recipients now report the gross 
amount paid to them during their reporting period, instead of calculating the amount of income they will earn. 
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period (FaCSIA 2006, p. 519). Centrelink provided a 14-day calculation sheet to assist 
claimants. However, to correctly fill in this sheet, the Newstart recipient needed to know 
the exact rate they were paid for each hour worked. For part-time employees this may 
have included: ordinary time; overtime; night, weekend or holiday penalty rates; and leave 
loadings. For casual workers, especially in retail and hospitality, notifying Centrelink what 
they earned was frequently a high-risk guess (Bowman et al, 2020). 

3.35. An individual could theoretically be entitled to payments in one fortnight, zero payments 
the next fortnight, and positive payments in the following fortnight. It is possible to receive 
a "nil rate" for up to six consecutive fortnights. That is, while the person's employment 
income is sufficiently high to reduce their payment to zero, they remain active in the 
payment system and do not have to re-apply for benefits should their work cease or 
reduce during this period. 

3.36. Averaging of income assumes that a recipient receives the same income each fortnight in a 
financial year14 and also that a recipient worked the same hours at the same wage rate 
each fortnight. As discussed below, however, casual workers can have their hours changed 
at short notice and hourly rates can vary widely. Employers can offer above award rates to 
retain valued workers. As a result, it should be expected that casual employees are unlikely 
to have the same earnings each fortnight. Anyone with personal experience of casual 
earnings is likely to be acutely aware of this variability. 

3.37. In summary, a consistent feature of social security policy for people of working age over the 
last 40 years has been to encourage people receiving income support to take up part-time work, as 
this is seen as an effective means of encouraging people to move off receipt of benefits into the paid 
workforce. These policies have included reducing withdrawal rates so that part-time work is more 
financially rewarding, as well as providing an income bank for students and working credit for the 
unemployed so that the transition into work is facilitated. 

4. Labour market developments and social security 

4.1. The policy changes described in Section 3 have been in response to significant changes in 
the Australian labour market over the same period. Two of the most important 
developments have been the growth in part-time employment and related to this, the 
growth in casual employment. Casual employment is one of the most notable features of 
the Australian labour market. A search on the academic search engine Google Scholar for 
"Casual work in Australia" yields 497,000 results. 

4.2. Since the late 1990s, the share of men of working age in part-time work has doubled from 
6 to 12 %, while the share of women in part-time work has increased from around 23 to 30 
% .15 

4.3. The share of part-time work is very high in industries where low pay would be expected. In 
2016, 47 % of men and 62 % of women working in retail trade were part-time, as were 57 
% of men and 67 % of women working in accommodation and food services and 51 % of 
women and 41 % of men working in health care and social assistance (Borland, 2017). 

4.4. The share of casual employees has also increased since the late 1980s. Over the period 
since 1988, female workers have been much more likely to be casual than men, with the 
share of female employees employed casually being over 30% for much of the period. 

14 Employers can provide the ATO with earnings figures for specified periods of employment within the 
financial year, but the extent to which this did occur for those affected by Robodebt is not clear. 
15 Part-time workers are defined as employed people who usually worked fewer than 35 hours a week (in all 
jobs) and either did so during the reference week, or were not at work in the reference week ABS, Catalogue 
No, 6533.0 
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Since 2000, however, this proportion has dropped from 31% to 27%. The overall growth in 
casual employment has been driven by its growing prevalence among men, with the 
proportion nearly doubling from 11.7% in 1988 to 22.7% in 2004, but has been roughly 
stable since then. 

Figure 4: Trends in casual employment in Australia, 1988 to 2013 
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Source: Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), Australian labour market statistics, Cat. No. 6105.0, ABS, 
Canberra, July 2014. 

4.5. Casual employees are employed on a temporary 'as needed' basis and are not defined in 
Australia's principal employment rights statute, the Fair Work Act (FWA).16 The FWA does 
however define casuals' employment rights. Apart from not being entitled paid holiday and 
sick leave, they are excluded from redundancy pay and termination notices. Casuals can be 
called on to meet the fluctuating staffing requirements of employers —that is employers 
can adjust their hours at short notice (Campbell, 2017). 

4.6. Casuals do much more short hours work than do permanent staff. Of all casuals, 19.3%, 
worked less than 10 hrs per week in 2016 (Forms of Employment, ABS, Cat. No. 6333.0, 
2017). Casual employment is predominately part-time (70% of casual employees) and the 
majority (52.6%) of it is undertaken by women (81.1% of female casuals are part-time) with 
a large proportion by young people (37.3% by those under 25). 

4.7. To partly offset these disadvantages associated with casual work, there is a "loading" 
which means that a casual worker is paid more for each hour than another worker doing 
the same job on a permanent basis. In enterprise agreements, the casual loading varies by 
sector, but tends to be between 15 and 25% (Healy and Nicholson, 2017). 

16 In awards, they are defined in a circular manner as 'anyone who is engaged as a casual, or engaged and paid 
as such' (Stewart et al 2016, [10.06]). The Australian Bureau of Statistics define casuals by reference to 
whether they have access to paid sick leave or paid holidays. 
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4.8. Another cause of variation in pay is that there are penalty rates applicable to award 
workers depending on the days and hours they work. For example, in 2015 a worker 
employed under the Social and Community Services award at Pay Point 1 in Year 1 should 
be paid $18.80 for each standard hour, but $21.15 for an afternoon shift, $28,20 on a 
Saturday, $37.60 an hour on a Sunday and $47.00 per hour on a public holiday. There were 
also significant variations by the level of expertise and the number of years in work. 

4.9. There are no data that identify whether income support recipients are employed on a 
casual basis or not. Given that those on benefits and in work are predominantly in part-
time employment, it seems very likely, however, that this would be the case for many 
individuals. 

4.10. One submission (Submission 71) to the Senate Community Affairs References Committee 
Inquiry clearly pointed out the nature of casual work: 

"I was working shift work for an out of home care for youth in out of 
home trauma care. I worked dayshift, afternoon shift and night shift. We 
had 3 different pay levels and never knew when we would be working. 
We could get called in at the last minute. I never knew how much I 
would be getting paid. I informed this to Centrelink and they told me I 
had to guess my earnings for the fortnight...I ended up guessing like I 
was told to and they hit me with a huge debt. I was so devastated. I gave 
them some payslips but that didn't change a thing." (Senate Community 
Affairs References Committee, 2022, p.11) 

5. Earnings volatility and transitions between benefit receipt and work — population 

estimates 

ABS data 

5.1. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has collected information on the share of workers 
whose pay varies from one pay period to another since 1998, first in the Forms of 
Employment collection (ABS Catalogue No. 6539.0) and since 2014 in the Characteristics of 
Employment Survey (ABS Catalogue No. 6533.0). Since 2008, they have also published data 
on the share of employed persons who do not usually work the same hours each week in 
their main job. 

5.2. Table 1 shows show that in 2018 slightly more than half of all casual workers, nearly 15% of 
all permanent employees and more than 70% of sole traders reported earnings that vary 
from one pay period to another. Employees without paid leave entitlements are casual 
workers. A lower share of casual workers - nearly 38% in 2018 - do not usually work the 
same hours each week. The share of casual workers not receiving the same pay each pay 
period declined from 58.6% in 1998 to 51.4% in 2018, but the share of permanent 
employees with variable pay slightly increased over the period. 

5.3. In summary, the ABS data tell us that for a majority of casual workers, the assumption that 
they receive the same average income over the course of a year is incorrect. However, the 
ABS data do not tell us how large these income variations are. 
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Table 1: Indicators of income volatility for employed persons, Australia, 2010 to 2018 

A: Share (%) of employed persons whose pay varies from one pay period to the next 

Employees Owner managers of 
incorporated enterprises 

Owner managers of unincorporated 
enterprises 

Total employed 

With paid 
leave 
entitlements 

Without 
paid leave 
entitlements 

Total With 
employees 

Without 
employees 

Total With 
employees 

Without 
employees 

Total 

2014 16.0 52.6 24.8 35.2 56.9 43.4 62.1 75.4 72.7 31.0 

2016 15.4 53.2 24.8 31.7 59.7 43.0 61.7 76.2 73.3 31.0 

2018 14.6 51.4 23.6 33.0 59.8 43.5 56.8 72.5 69.7 29.5 

B: Share (%) of employed persons who not usually work the same number of hours each week in main job 

Employees Owner managers of incorporated 
enterprises 

Owner managers of 
unincorporated enterprises 

Total 
employed 

With paid 
leave 

entitlements 

Without paid 
leave 

entitlements 

Total With 
employees 

Without 
employees 

Total With 
employees 

Without 
employees 

Total Independent 
contractors 

Other 
business 

2010 - - 23.7 - - - - - - 27.8 46.4 34.5 

2011 - - 22.9 - - - - - - 26.1 45.4 35.2 

2012 - - 24.1 - - - - - - 27.7 46.9 34.0 

2013 - - 23.5 - - - - - - 26.6 47.8 35.7 

2014 15.4 37.6 20.7 25.4 38.8 30.7 27.5 43.8 40.6 23.5 - -

2016 15.3 39.1 21.2 23.0 39.6 29.6 29.1 45.3 42.0 23.9 - -

2018 15.2 37.7 20.7 28.4 41.1 33.4 32.4 42.8 41.0 23.6 - - 

Notes: - Not available. Source: ABS, Characteristics of Employment, various years, https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/earnings-and-working-
conditions/characteristics-employment-austraIia/latest-release 

22 



RBD.9999.0001.0505_0023 

5.4. A further source of changes in income is the result of changes in labour force status. The 
ABS have published data on labour market flows since the early 1990s. For example, the 
most recent Labour Force Survey shows that of the 361 thousand unemployed Australians 
in December 2022, around 67 thousand were in full-time or part-time employment the 
next month in January 2023 (and a further 97 thousand had left the labour force). In 
addition, around 106 thousand people who were in employment in December 2022 were 
unemployed one month later. In most months, around half the unemployed are no longer 
unemployed the following month; although many of these leave the labour force rather 
than find employment. 

The Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey 

5.5. The ABS labour market flows data points to the well-recognised importance of seeing most 
aspects of people's lives from a dynamic or longitudinal perspective. The most important 
source of information on changes in Australian's economic and social circumstances over 
time is the HILDA Survey. The HILDA Survey was started in 2001 and has been funded by 
DSS (and its predecessor Departments) since that time. 

5.6. The HILDA Survey follows the lives of more than 17,000 Australians each year. It goes back 
to the same individuals each year and tracks how many aspects of their lives have changed 
over this period, including household and family relationships, income and employment, 
and health and education.17 It also collects information on receipt of social security 
payments, and has published a section of its Annual Statistical Report on "welfare reliance" 
since its first report in 2006 (with the exception of its report on 2013). 

5.7. The HILDA survey provides very detailed and valuable information on income changes over 
time — but only between years. Nevertheless, the transitions between years show how 
individual circumstances can change significantly for a very large share of the population. 

5.8. People are exposed to risks, primarily relating to their health status, their family 
composition and their position in the paid labour market. The experience of risks leads to 
drops in household income, which in turn leads to use of the income support system. The 
survey shows that illness and disability are particularly common. Around 40 % of the 
Australian population experience a serious personal injury or illness over a ten-year period, 
and nearly 70 % of men and 64 % of women experience serious injury or illness to a close 
relative or family member over a ten-year period. 

5.9. Over 9 years, 22 % of men and 16 % of women were dismissed from their job. For people 
aged under 25 at the survey's start, 30 % were dismissed from their job over a nine-year 
period. As a result of these risks and drops in income, it is estimated that between 2001 
and 2009 nearly two-thirds of Australian households of working age contained someone 
who had received an income support payment in this period — not including Age Pensions 
or family benefits. 

5.10. Income support receipt was measured as having received payments for at least one week 
in each year, and on an individual basis this meant, for example, that about one-third of 
working-age individuals received income support at some time in 2009. However, about 
10% of individuals received more than half of their income over the financial year from 

17 There are limitations to the survey: because of the heavy burden of reporting very detailed accounts of your 
life, people drop out of the survey over time (attrition) and it may become less representative. In addition, 
people not in the Australian population in 2001 are not in the original scope of the survey, which is a problem 
given Australia's high level of immigration. Both these issues have been addressed through a population-wide 
top-up of the sample added in 2011, which allows new population sub-groups to be represented and helps 
alleviate biases from non-random attrition 
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benefits, and only 5% received more than 90% of their annual income from income support 
(Melbourne Institute, 2012, p. 40). To receive more than half of your annual income from 
government benefits is most likely to mean that you received benefits for at least six 
months in the year. The difference between this 10% and the third who received some 
benefits implies that nearly a quarter of the working-age population received income 
support for less than six months. 

5.11. Even smaller proportions were substantially reliant on income support for the full nine-
year period, with only 1.2% of the working-age population receiving 90% or more of their 
income from benefits every year. 

5.12. What this emphasises is that the Australian social security system effectively provides 
insurance against risks for a much larger proportion of the population than is commonly 
understood, but at the same time it is essential for the long-term support of a much 
smaller, but extremely disadvantaged minority. 

5.13. In summary, the HILDA survey shows that many people pass through the social security 
system. In fact, through the first decade of the 21ST Century — the most prosperous period 
in Australian history - a significant majority of Australian working-age households 
contained someone who had received an income support payment. 

6. Administrative data 

6.1. There are a range of administrative data sources that have been available for nearly 30 
years that provide longitudinal information on changes in the circumstances of individual 
social security recipients. Longitudinal data on receipt of income support payments allows 
us to understand how many people use the social security system at some stage in their 
lives, and also to understand how personal circumstances can change for better or worse. 
This also applies to administrative data that are collected as a consequence of the 
information that individuals need to provide to government to establish their eligibility for 
payments and the level of benefit to which they are entitled. 

6.2. Box 3 defines a number of the technical terms used in analysing longitudinal data and 
comparing them with stock data. 

Box 3: Terms used in longitudinal analysis of income support data 

Longitudinal or panel study: A study which follows the same group of people over time and 
records repeated observations of the same variables, for example, earnings, labour force status, 
family or household structure, or receipt of income support payments. 

Stock: The number of people in a defined circumstance (e.g., receiving an unemployment 
payment) on a specific date. For example, official statistics of people receiving payments 
generally use "snapshot" methods. The quarterly and annual DSS reports count the number of 
recipients, generally on the last day of the quarter (DSS 2019a) or year (DSS 2017). These types of 
stock data do not count the total number of individuals who received a payment over longer 
periods such as a month, quarter or year. 

Flows and Events: People may claim and receive a payment for the first time (entry) in a defined 
period or may leave a payment (exit). All stock data are the product of flows. The flow is the total 
number of people who receive a payment in a specific period (fortnight, month, year, decade etc.) 
and is equal to the number receiving a payment at the beginning of the period plus the number of 
people who enter the payment in the same period. A person who enters, leaves and then re-
enters a payment (or multiple times) is only counted once. Events refer to these entries and exits 
(i.e., things that happen. There will always be more events than people, so long as at least one 
person experiences multiple events.) 
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Spells: A period of time in which an individual continuously receives a payment. For example, a 
person who receives a payment from 1 August to 30 November and no other time has one spell of 
four months. A person who receives the payment from 1 to 31 August, and then from 1 
November to 30 November, from 1 February to 28 February and again from 1 April to 30 April has 
had four spells, adding up to four months. 

6.3. The Department of Families, Housing, Communities, and Indigenous Affairs (now DSS) are 
recorded (Wilkins and Leigh, 2012), as having a longitudinal data set comprising all 
fortnightly payment records over the period January 1995 to September 2005 of a 10 % 
random sample of individuals who received an income support payment at some stage in 
that period. In using these data to evaluate the effect of the 2003 Working Credit reforms 
referred to above, Wilkins and Leigh (2012, p. 343) describe the data as follows: 

"A separate record is generated for an individual in every fortnight in 
the period in which an income support payment was received. Each 
payment record includes details on the individual's sex, date of birth, 
postcode of residence, whether partnered, partner income support 
status, number of dependent children, age of youngest dependent 
child, earned income, unearned income, payment type, payment 
entitlement and, depending on the payment type, potentially other 
information (such as 'activity type' for Newstart Allowance recipients). 
The structure of the data allows us to identify detailed patterns of 
income support receipt and earnings while on income support, which 
is very useful for evaluating the effects of the Working Credit 
programme. However, there are some limitations of the administrative 
data, such as the absence of information during the time a recipient is 
off payments." 

6.4. The Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment 'Research 
and Evaluation Database' (RED) is an administrative longitudinal database of all welfare 
payment recipients covering the period since 1 July 1998. RED includes data on individual 
recipients' payment types, payment amounts, dates of entry into and exit from payments, 
sex, marital status and date of birth. The population covered by the customer dataset 
comprises people who have ever had an interaction with the welfare payments system. 

6.5. In 2015-16, DSS had access to the Department of Human Services (DHS) Enterprise Data 
Warehouse (EDW), which was a repository of data of every individual social security 
recipient, including all administrative data collected through payments and services 
provided by DHS. This included details reported by recipients, including reported recipient 
earnings, employment details, number of employers, and whether the recipient has full-
time or part-time/casual employment and work hours (if relevant, plus duration on current 
payment, duration on income support, rate of payment, and fortnightly payment 
entitlement amounts, amongst other information. 

6.6. The most recent longitudinal dataset developed by DSS in 2017 is DOMINO (Data Over 
Multiple Individual Occurrences)—a database that records every interaction with 
Centrelink since 2001. This daily, event-based data allows policy makers and researchers to 
track individual patterns of benefit receipt since 2001, and is still continuing. The Centrelink 
data are records of each event experienced by an individual on the day that it occurs. An 
`event' is a change in payment rate, a suspension, payment cancellation, change of 
address; becoming partnered, and more. 
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6.7. There are a number of external studies using DOMINO, including Bowman et al. (2020) and 
Yanotti et al. (2021), as well as others. Bowman et al. (2020) provides an analysis of the 
circumstances of everybody who received Newstart between 2001 and 2016. This study 
found that more than 4.4 million separate individuals received Newstart between 2001 and 
2016 (2.5 million men and nearly 2 million women). The number of individuals receiving 
Newstart each year from 2001 to 2016 varied between 0.8 million and 1.2 million, or 50-
100% more than captured in annual stock figures. 

6.8. Nearly half (46.2%) of these 4.4 million people received at least one payment in only one or 
two of the 16 years under investigation, and 30% accessed at least one payment in 3, 4 or 5 
years. For nearly half the sample (47%) the total accrued time between 2001 and 2016 
they received Newstart was less than a year. Over two thirds (68%) accrued fewer than 2 
years' total payments. At the other extreme, around 640,000 (15%) were on payment for a 
total of five or more years, and there were around 160,000 (3.6%) people who accrued 
3600 days (that is, almost 10 years) or more on payment. 

6.9. If everyone who received Newstart had only one spell of less than a year, over a 16-year 
period some 13 million or more different individuals to have received the payment. The 
fact that there were 4.4 mil lion shows that many people had multiple spells on payment. 
This does not mean that they are all long-term recipients, but reinforces the point that 
between the two extremes—people who had only one short period on Newstart and 
people who spent most of these years on it —there are a multitude of differing patterns, 
reflecting the ups and downs of the Australian labour market and the volatile 
circumstances experienced by many working-age Australians (Bowman et al., 2020). 

Department of Social Services Response to NTG-0165 

6.10. DSS has provided the Royal Commission in response to NTG-0165 with a bespoke data 
research project completed in February 2023 based on a dataset, which contained 
historical information covering the period between 2010-11 and 2018-19 as known at 30 
September 2022, including information that has been updated or amended since first 
entry. This data was extracted on 4 October 2022. 

6.11. The data provided are in respect of people receiving Austudy, Newstart, Parenting 
Payment Partnered, Parenting Payment Single, Youth allowance (Other) and Youth 
Allowance (Student and Apprentice) for each financial year from 2010-11 to 2018-19. A full 
list of the data items provided is contained in Appendix 3. 

6.12. Box 4 provides the definitions of the some of the main data items included in the analysis 
below. It is particularly important to note that some of the data items such as the total 
recipients at the beginning and end of the year refer to the number of people in these 
categories, whereas data referring to exits and entries refer to events rather than people. 
Of course, events are experienced by people. However, the same person can experience 
multiple events in the same year. This complicates calculations of precise percentages of 
people experiencing specific events. The results to be discussed below should therefore 
be considered as approximations to the correct percentages, but they are highly likely to 
be reasonably close approximations. 
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Box 4: Definitions of selected variables in the analysis 

Data Item Definitions 

1.1. Total recipients at beginning of year Count of recipients in the stock population. It includes 
people in current receipt of any of the six nominated 
payments on July 1 of that financial year. 

2. Total recipients at end of year Count of recipients in the stock population (item 1.1) who 
were also receiving any Income Support Payment on the 
last fortnight of that financial year. 

3. Entries during the year (inflow Count of entry events. Recipients who commenced on one 
population) by Duration of payment of the six nominated payments on any day of that financial 

year. Payment episodes with up to a 42-day gap are 
combined and not considered entries. Includes recipients 
in the stock population if they commenced on July 1 or had 
a break in payment of over 42 days and re-commenced 
during the financial year. Recipients may have multiple 
entries. As the Inflow population is excluded from the 
primary scope of this request, fortnightly metrics are not 
calculated. As such, the Duration on Income Support 
Payments during the year variable is not available. For this 
reason, disaggregation is by total duration of the specific 
payment the recipient is receiving (comparable to items 4, 
5, and 6). These durations may extend into future years if 
the recipient remains on payment. 

4. Exits during the year (stock population Count of exits. Restricted to those in the stock population 
only) by Duration of payment (item 1.1), i.e., those who were on payment on July 1. 

Payment episodes must have at least a 43 day gap after 
payment, including if that included part of the subsequent 
financial year) to be considered an exit. 

5. Total recipients during the year (stock Count of recipients. Recipients who were either in the 
plus flows) stock population item 1.1) or in the inflow population 

(item 3). Recipients in both populations or in the inflow 
population multiple times are counted only once. 

6. Total recipients during the year (stock Count of recipients through the year (item 5) who were 
plus flows) who are on payment at end of also receiving any Income Support Payment on the last 
the year by Duration of payment at end of fortnight of that financial year (comparable to item 2). 
year People in current receipt of a payment in that payment 

group on June 30 of that financial year, stratified by the 
length (in months) of that single payment episode. 

Patterns of Benefit Eneaeement 

6.13. Table 2 summarises some of the main features of this response. Table 2.1 shows data on the 
flow of recipients of Newstart Allowance between 2010-11 and 2018-19; subsequent parts of the 
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Table show the corresponding figures for Youth Allowance (Other), Youth Allowance (Student and 
Apprentice), Austudy, Parenting Payment (Partnered) and Parenting Payment Single. These payment 
categories were chosen, as they comprise the overwhelming share of people affected by Robodebt. 

6.14. Table 2 provides further evidence of the extent to which much greater numbers of people 
receive income support payments even through the course of a single year than is indicated by 
standard point in time statistics. For each payment type, the tables show the number of people 
receiving payments at the beginning (1 July) each year, the number of entries to payment during the 
year, the number of exits from payments during the year, the number of people who had started the 
year on each payment and were still receiving payments at the end of the year (30 June), and the 
total number of people who received payments during the year. 

6.15. To take the example of Newstart recipients (Table 2.2), in 2010-11, there were 571 thousand 
people receiving payments at the beginning of the year, but nearly 996 thousand people who 
received payments at some stage during the year, or 74% more. This ratio declined over the period, 
so that by 2018-19, the ratio of total annual recipients to the stock at the beginning of the year had 
fallen to 44% higher. There were three hundred and seven thousand exits during the year or 
approximately 31 % of the number of people who had received a payment some time in 2010-11.. As 
noted above, this involves comparing events to people, so the numbers should be thought of as 
approximate; but they are likely to be broadly reliable. 

6.16. The number of people receiving the payment at the beginning of the year (570.6 thousand) 
has been added to the number of entries during the year (514.5 thousand) to give 1.085 million, but 
the total number of recipients in the year was 995.9 thousand. The difference between 1.085 million 
and 995.9 thousand is 89.2 thousand, which is the number of people who were on the payment 
more than once in the year —they were on or entered, then exited and came back on the payment 
at least once more. This was around 9% of the total number of recipients. 

6.17. The other panels in the table can be interpreted in the same way. While there are 
similarities across all payments, there are also important differences. Youth Allowance (Other), 
Youth Allowance (Student) and Austudy experience greater volumes of relative flows, with more 
than twice the number of Youth Allowance recipients over the course of 2010-11 than at the 
beginning of the year. 

6.18. Flows on and off Parenting Payments tend to be lower than for students and the 
unemployed, reflecting the differing characteristics of these groups, and the fact that caring for 
children is both more demanding for parents and can potentially take longer since single parents can 
be on payments for at least eight years and partnered parents for up to six years. There is also the 
effect of a significant policy change in 2012-13. This saw the transfer of people who had been 
receiving Parenting Payment Single onto Newstart even though their youngest child was over 8 years 
of age, but who had been previously protected from the 2006 change lowering the qualifying age of 
children. This caused a substantial but temporary jump in the number of exits during the year and a 
change in the characteristics of Newstart recipients in subsequent years. 

It should be noted that while receipt of these payments is mutually exclusive at a point in time, this 
is not necessarily the case over the course of a year. Some of the people who left Youth Allowance 
(Other) or who left student payments may have become unemployed and started to receive 
Newstart. People receiving Parenting Payment Single may transfer to Newstart when their youngest 
child turns eight or Parenting Payment Partnered when their youngest child turns six. 
Correspondingly, someone may leave Newstart because they have a child and start to receive a 
Parenting Payment, or they may start to study and receive one of the education payments. This 
means that the numbers in different categories cannot be added together, but within each of the 
payment groups, these overall flows provide a more comprehensive picture of the number of people 
supported by the social security system. 
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Table 2.1: Flows of recipients of Austudy (000s), 2010-11 to 2018-19 

2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Total recipients at 35.5 37.5 40.3 45.2 47.7 46.2 46.7 42.0 36.9 
beginning of year 
Entries during Year 33.2 36.0 40.6 41.0 40.9 42.2 37.4 32.8 31.9 

Exits During Year 21.1 22.1 23.7 26.3 28.8 28.3 29.8 26.7 23.5 

Total recipients at end 22.8 24.5 27.0 30.5 30.8 29.7 29.1 25.2 21.9 
of year (of those at 
beginning of year) 
Total recipients during 66.6 70.8 78.3 83.2 85.5 86.3 82.0 73.2 67.0 
the year (stock plus 
inflow) 

Source: Data provided by DSS, 2023. 

Table 2.2: Flow of recipients of Newstart Allowance (000s), 2010-11 to 2018-19 

2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Total recipients at 570.6 559.0 593.4 701.6 750.5 783.0 786.2 780.3 752.9 
beginning of year 

Entries during Year 514.5 530.4 591.2 532.5 508.9 499.9 481.2 422.5 409.6 

Exits During Year 307.2 284.3 278.2 294.1 305.0 325.1 320.8 309.0 293.3 

Total recipients at end of 403.4 402.3 444.4 535.2 576.9 592.2 598.0 589.9 585.3 
year (of those at 
beginning of year) 
Total recipients during 995.9 999.0 1099.3 1153.1 1178.0 1198.0 1184.4 1126.9 1089.1 
the year (stock plus 
inflow) 

Source: Data provided by DSS, 2023. 
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Table 2.3: Flows of recipients of Parenting Payment Partnered (000s), 2010-11 to 2018-19 

2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Total recipients at 123.9 117.0 114.4 103.6 103.5 102.4 100.9 94.1 83.2 
beginning of year 
Entries during Year 64.3 62.6 62.5 60.9 59.2 55.8 46.6 35.1 31.5 

Exits During Year 49.4 44.5 53.3 42.0 41.2 40.1 39.0 35.8 32.8 

Total recipients at end of 98.7 94.3 92.7 84.1 83.7 82.3 80.4 74.5 64.9 
year (of those at beginning 
of year) 
Total recipients during the 182.5 174.4 172.1 159.3 157.6 153.6 143.6 126.3 112.3 
year (stock plus inflow) 

Source: Data provided by DSS, 2023. 

Table 2.4: Flows of recipients of Parenting Payment Single (000s), 2010-11 to 2018-19 

2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Total recipients at 
beginning of year 

335.9 328.1 321.8 256.9 262.4 263.6 261.7 257.5 247.9 

Entries during Year 74.4 71.6 73.1 74.0 71.7 70.3 65.5 57.9 55.4 

Exits During Year 71.6 68.3 128.7 59.0 61.4 63.3 61.6 61.1 61.7 

Total recipients at end of 
year 

302.1 295.8 285.3 235.6 239.8 238.3 236.0 229.0 217.0 

Total recipients during the 
year (stock plus inflow) 

402.7 392.7 387.8 324.1 327.7 327.5 321.5 310.8 298.6 

Source: Data provided by DSS, 2023. 
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2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Total recipients at 91.6 93.4 94.6 123.8 123.4 117.5 109.3 108.0 96.7 
beginning of year 

Entries during Year 142.8 141.1 162.4 151.7 137.5 131.9 131.2 110.1 97.3 

Exits During Year 70.5 71.0 57.7 83.5 82.8 81.1 75.3 74.8 64.9 

Total recipients at end of 62.6 64.4 67.9 89.0 88.1 80.7 75.7 71.6 66.2 
year (of those at 
beginning of year) 
Total recipients during 210.0 209.5 230.8 251.1 238.3 228.3 220.3 200.8 179.6 
the year (stock plus 
inflow) 

Source: Data provided by DSS, 2023. 

Table 2.6: Flows of recipients of Youth Allowance Student or Apprentice (000s), 2010-11 to 2018-19 

2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Total recipients at 302.8 328.2 270.3 247.3 242.5 228.2 219.6 205.3 190.8 
beginning of year 

Entries during Year 209.2 156.3 150.3 164.9 164.5 161.2 151.1 142.5 134.4 

Exits During Year 138.6 166.9 134.7 127.7 129.3 125.4 123.2 116.5 107.2 

Total recipients at end of 219.9 222.6 193.9 172.8 163.5 150.5 142.7 128.2 118.7 
year (of those at 
beginning of year) 

Total recipients during 490.0 463.8 401.3 393.0 387.7 377.1 359.3 337.5 315.0 
the year (stock plus 
inflow) 

Source: Data provided by DSS, 2023. 
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Table 3: Total recipients by Duration on Income Support Payments 

Financial year 2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Austudy 
Total 35,464 37,458 40,348 45,218 47,679 46,215 46,668 42,019 36,860 
recipients at 
start of year 
Less than 7 7% 7% 6% 6% 7% 7% 8% 9% 9% 
fortnights 
Less than 13 20% 20% 19% 19% 20% 20% 22% 24% 26% 
fortnights 
Less than 19 31% 31% 29% 29% 31% 31% 33% 35% 37% 
fortnights 
Less than 26 45% 45% 43% 44% 50% 54% 56% 58% 60% 
fortnights 
26 fortnights 55% 55% 57% 56% 50% 46% 44% 42% 40% 
or longer 
Newstart 

Total 570,645 559,040 593,386 701,614 750,484 782,981 786,236 780,321 752,930 
recipients at 
start of year 
Less than 7 10% 10% 9% 8% 7% 8% 7% 7% 7% 
fortnights 
Less than 13 19% 19% 16% 14% 14% 14% 14% 14% 14% 
fortnights 
Less than 19 27% 27% 24% 22% 21% 22% 21% 21% 20% 
fortnights 
Less than 26 42% 42% 39% 36% 36% 37% 36% 37% 35% 
fortnights 
26 fortnights 58% 58% 61% 64% 64% 63% 64% 63% 65% 
or longer 

32 



RB D.9999.0001.0505_0033 

Parenting Payment Partnered 
Total 123,886 116,990 
recipients at 
start of year 
Less than 7 7% 6% 
fortnights 
Less than 13 13% 12% 
fortnights 
Less than 19 18% 17% 
fortnights 
Less than 26 26% 25% 
fortnights 
26 fortnights 74% 75% 
or longer 
Parenting Payment Single 

Total 335,887 328,135 
recipients at 
start of year 
Less than 7 2% 2% 
fortnights 
Less than 13 5% 5% 
fortnights 
Less than 19 8% 8% 
fortnights 
Less than 26 13% 13% 
fortnights 
26 fortnights 87% 87% 
or longer 

114,357 103,561 103,450 102,394 100,936 94,144 83,247 

6% 6% 6% 6% 6% 6% 7% 

11% 11% 11% 11% 11% 11% 13% 

16% 16% 16% 16% 16% 16% 18% 

26% 26% 26% 27% 28% 28% 29% 

74% 74% 74% 73% 72% 72% 71% 

321,756 

2% 

5% 

8% 

15% 

85% 

256,942 

2% 

4% 

6% 

12% 

88% 

33 

262,432 

2% 

4% 

7% 

12% 

88% 

263,610 261,709 

2% 2% 

4% 4% 

7% 7% 

14% 14% 

86% 86% 

257,523 247,871 

2% 3% 

5% 6% 

8% 10% 

15% 17% 

85% 83% 
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Youth Allowance (Other) 

Total 91,639 93,367 94,602 123,752 123,367 117,473 109,304 108,008 96,659 
recipients at 
start of year 
Less than 7 11% 11% 10% 9% 9% 10% 10% 11% 10% 
fortnights 
Less than 13 21% 21% 19% 18% 18% 19% 19% 21% 21% 
fortnights 
Less than 19 31% 32% 29% 28% 28% 30% 29% 32% 31% 
fortnights 
Less than 26 46% 47% 42% 41% 41% 44% 44% 46% 45% 
fortnights 
26 fortnights 54% 53% 58% 59% 59% 56% 56% 54% 55% 
or longer i 
Youth Allowance (Student and Apprentice) 

Total 302,817 328,197 270,311 247,329 242,543 228,201 219,592 205,258 190,813 
recipients at 
start of year 

Less than 7 4% 4% 4% 5% 5% 6% 6% 7% 8% 
fortnights 
Less than 13 15% 15% 16% 17% 19% 20% 21% 23% 25% 
fortnights 
Less than 19 24% 29% 26% 27% 29% 31% 31% 34% 35% 
fortnights 
Less than 26 34% 39% 36% 40% 47% 53% 55% 56% 58% 
fortnights 
26 fortnights 66% 61% 64% 60% 53% 47% 45% 44% 42% 
or longer 

Source: Data provided by DSS, 2023. 
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6.20. Table 3 (above) shows the number of recipients by the duration of their receipt of income 
support in each financial year. These percentages only refer to people who were receiving 
the payment at the beginning of the financial year and do not include people who came 
onto the payment during the financial year. The table shows that for Austudy, the 
percentage who were on payment for the full year fell from 50% to 40% over the period; 
for Newstart recipients, it increased from 58% to 65% over this period (possibly reflecting 
the changes to Parenting Payment Single referred to earlier). Parenting Payment recipients 
were most likely to have longer durations with more than 70% of Parenting Payment 
Partnered and more than 80% of Parenting Payment Single being on payments for 26 
fortnights. For Youth Allowance (Other) there is no strong trend over the period, but with 
55-60% being on payment for all of the year. For Youth Allowance (Student and 
Apprentice), there was a fall from 66% to 42% being on payments for the whole year. 

6.21. Table 4 shows a related but different way of estimating of the number of people who 
received these income support payments for only part of each financial year. These 
calculations take account of the people who moved onto payments during the financial 
year, so providing a more comprehensive picture of part-year receipt. These figures are 
calculated by subtracting the original stock at the beginning of the year and who were still 
on payment at the end of the year from the total number of recipients over the course of 
the year. On this basis, in any year, the share of people who received Newstart for only 
part of each financial year ranged between 46% and nearly 60%; for Youth Allowance 
(Other) it ranged between 63% and 70%; for Youth Allowance (Student) from 52% to 62%; 
for Austudy recipients it was consistently around 65%. It was consistently lower for 
Parenting Payment recipients, being around 46-47% for Parenting Payment Partnered and 
25-27% for Parenting Payment Single. In each case, this means that the share of part-year 
recipients is higher than is shown in Table 3. 

6.22. It should be noted that this does not mean that for all these people they only spent less 
than one year in total on payment, since their spell could have started in an earlier 
financial year. It only means that they did not stay on payment for the entirety of each of 
the financial years shown. 

Table 4: Number (000s) and share of people (%) receiving income support payments for part of the 
financial year, 2010-11 to 2018-19 

2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Austudy 

Number 43.8 46.3 51.3 52.7 54.7 56.6 52.9 48 45.1 

% 65.8% 65.4% 65.5% 63.3% 64.0% 65.6% 64.5% 65.6% 67.3% 

Newstart 

Number 592.5 596.7 654.9 617.9 601.1 605.8 586.4 537 503.8 

% 59.5% 59.7% 59.6% 53.6% 51.0% 50.6% 49.5% 47.7% 46.3% 

Parenting Payment Partnered 

Number 83.8 80.1 79.4 75.2 73.9 71.3 63.2 51.8 47.4 

% 45.9% 45.9% 46.1% 47.2% 46.9% 46.4% 44.0% 41.0% 42.2% 

Parenting Payment Single 

Number 100.6 96.9 102.5 88.5 87.9 89.2 85.5 81.8 81.6 
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25.0% 124.7% 26.4% 127.3% 126.8% 127.2% 126.6% 126.3% 127.3% 
Youth Allowance (Other) 

Number 147.4 145.1 162.9 162.1 150.2 147.6 144.6 129.2 113.4 

% 70.2% 69.3% 70.6% 64.6% 63.0% 64.7% 65.6% 64.3% 63.1% 

Youth Allowance (Student and Apprentice) 

Number 270.1 241.2 207.4 220.2 224.2 226.6 216.6 209.3 196.3 

% 55% 52% 52% 56% 58% 60% 60% 62% 62% 

Source: Derived from Table 2; data provided by DSS, 2023 

6.23. In summary, Table 2 shows that many more people receive these income support 
payments over the course of any recent year than is measured in the standard statistics, 
which show the stock of people receiving payments at a specified date. For example, each 
year between 2010-11 and 2018-19, between 400 thousand and 500 thousand people 
started to receive unemployment payments, and each year there were roughly 300 
thousand exits from unemployment payments. In most years, approximately 40% of those 
who had come onto the unemployment payment had left by the end of the same year. A 
smaller but still significant group receive the same payment more than once in a year. 
Tables 3 and 4 show that a majority of people who received either of the two 
unemployment payments or student payments only received payments for part of each 
financial year. People receiving parenting payments were less likely to be on payments for 
only part of the year, but significant proportions (between one quarter and one half) were 
part year recipients. 

Patterns of Recipient Earnings and Employment 

6.24. Table 5 shows estimates for each year from 2010-11 to 2018-19 for each payment type of 
the total number of people receiving each payment who have had earnings at some time 
during the year. This is expressed as a percentage of the total number of those who had 
received a payment at some stage in the year. It also shows the recorded share of these 
people who had more than one employer in the year, plus the share of people with 
earnings who had exactly the same earnings each fortnight in the year. Because these are 
flow figures over the course of each financial year, they will show a higher percentage 
having earnings than is the case with the standard stock figures, referred to in Paragraph 
3.20. 

6.25. For people receiving Austudy close to 30% had earnings during each of these years, with 
this figure being about the same (27% to 34%) for people who received Newstart. For 
Youth Allowance (Other) the share has been between 20-26% over the period, and has 
been highest for Youth Allowance (Student) with 36-40% of recipients having earnings at 
some stage. Generally, people on Parenting Payment Partnered have the lowest share with 
earnings (15 to 20%), but people on Parenting Payment Single have generally had the 
highest share of people with earnings being over 40% until policy changes in 2012-13 
moved many off this payment onto Newstart. 

6.26. A significant majority (70-80%) of people on Austudy, Newstart and Parenting Payments 
are recorded as having more than one employer in a year, but this share is much lower for 
people on either sort of Youth Allowance, where in most years, it is recorded that between 
40 and 50% have more than one employer. (DSS caution about the reliability of these 
numbers of employers, as they have not been validated.) 
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2010-11 2011-12 2012-13 2013-14 2014-15 201546 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Austudy 

% with earnings 30.3% 30.1% 28.4% 29.5% 29.9% 28.9% 30.9% 31.7% 30.2% 

Of which % with 75.4% 75.2% 76.4% 77.5% 77.7% 76.3% 75.9% 73.9% 73.8% 
more than one 
employer 

% with same 5.3% 5.7% 5.6% 5.8% 6.1% 5.8% 5.6% 5.5% 5.5% 
earnings all year 
Newstart 

% with earnings 30.7% 30.2% 27.4% 31.0% 32.4% 33.2% 33.3% 34.0% 31.9% 

Of which % with 76.1% 76.0% 77.1% 78.5% 78.5% 78.4% 78.9% 78.4% 80.5% 
more than one 
employer 
% with same 4.9% 4.9% 5.0% 5.1% 5.2% 5.3% 5.3% 5.5% 6.0% 
earnings all year 
Parenting Payment Partnered 

% with earnings 19.6% 18.5% 17.4% 15.3% 15.8% 16.4% 17.4% 17.9% 18.3% 

Of which % with 82.5% 82.9% 83.5% 86.9% 83.6% 81.0% 77.6% 76.3% 73.0% 
more than one 
employer 
% with same 10.5% 10.5% 10.8% 11.7% 11.4% 10.8% 10.2% 9.9% 9.4% 
earnings all year 
Parenting Payment Single 

% with earnings 43.7% 43.2% 41.3% 32.9% 33.0% 33.8% 34.4% 35.5% 37.1% 

Of which % with 80.0% 78.7% 78.3% 78.9% 78.3% 76.4% 74.6% 72.9% 70.6% 
more than one 
employer 
% with same 5.7% 6.1% 6.3% 7.5% 7.8% 7.4% 7.5% 7.2% 6.8% 
earnings all year 
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Youth Allowance (Other) 

% with earnings 23.0% 23.4% 20.0% 24.1% 26.0% 25.5% 24.9% 27.3% 25.9% 

Of which % with 46.4% 44.7% 42.7% 43.9% 42.0% 40.2% 39.2% 37.9% 35.8% 
more than one 
employer 

% with same 2.2% 2.3% 2.1% 1.9% 2.2% 2.5% 2.2% 2.2% 2.4% 
earnings all year 
Youth Allowance (Student and Apprentice) 

% with earnings 37.6% 40.3% 39.5% 37.6% 37.6% 36.4% 36.8% 37.1% 36.5% 

Of which % with 46.7% 44.1% 46.4% 47.1% 47.2% 46.0% 45.6% 45.9% 43.4% 
more than one 
employer 
% with same 2.2% 2.4% 2.2% 2.7% 2.8% 2.7% 2.7% 3.0% 2.9% 
earnings all year 

Source: Data provided by DSS, 2023. 
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6.27. Table 5 also shows the percentage of recipients with earnings who had the same earning 
all year. These figures are striking. For Austudy and Newstart and Parenting Payment Single 
recipients only 5-6% of recipients had earnings that were stable over the course of the 
years shown. For both groups of Youth Allowance recipients, the share with the same 
earnings over the year was even lower, never being more than 3%. 

6.28. It can be argued that some of these variations may be rather small. However, if we exclude 
people where the variation was less than $20 per fortnight, the numbers with stable 
earnings increases only slightly. For Austudy and Newstart and Parenting Payment 
recipients, the share with broadly stable earnings increases from around 5 to 7-8%, while 
for Youth Allowance recipients, the share increases from around 2 to 5%. 

6.29. Table 6 disaggregates the variability of earnings by different dollar levels — whether the 
variation was more than $20 per fortnight, more than $50, more than $100 or more than 
$200, and also for those with the highest levels of deviation (more than $200 per fortnight) 
whether this occurred nine or more times. As the dollar level of variation increases, the 
share with variable earnings falls only slightly. Apart from Parenting Payment Partnered, all 
payment categories had more than 90% of those with earnings experience variations of 
more than $100 per fortnight. Again, with the exception of Parenting Payment Partnered, 
more than 80% experienced variations of over $200 per fortnight. Between 20 and 30% of 
Youth Allowance, (Other) recipients experienced variations over $200 nine or more 
fortnights in the year, while for all the other payment categories more than 30% 
experienced this level of variation, and for the student categories, it exceeded 40% in some 
years. 

6.30. In summary, almost no recipient with earnings had completely stable earnings over the 
period when Robodebt was in force. 

6.31. Moreover, significant numbers of recipients of these payments were on payments for 
only part of any year. The assumption that earnings over the course of a financial year 
can be averaged to produce an accurate figure for the actual patterns of earnings is 
clearly completely inaccurate. 
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Table 6: Share (%) of recipients with earnings in any fortnight that varied by different amounts from the annual average, 2010-11 to 2018-19 

2010-11 201142 201243 2013-14 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 

Austudy 

More than 94.2% 93.7% 93.8% 93.5% 93.4% 93.5% 93.8% 94.0% 93.9% 
$20 per 
fortnight 
More than 93.4% 93.1% 93.0% 92.7% 92.8% 92.8% 93.1% 93.3% 93.2% 
$50 per 
fortnight 
More than 91.3% 91.0% 91.0% 90.8% 91.2% 91.1% 91.5% 91.6% 91.9% 
$100 per 
fortnight 
More than 84.3% 84.3% 84.4% 85.4% 86.2% 85.9% 86.4% 86.8% 87.5% 
$200 per 
fortnight 
More than 37.1% 37.8% 38.7% 40.1% 41.3% 41.8% 41.6% 42.2% 44.0% 
$200 per 
fortnight, 9 
or more 
times 
Newstart Allowance 

More than 94.5% 94.4% 94.3% 94.0% 94.0% 93.8% 93.8% 93.5% 93.1% 
$20 per 
fortnight 
More than 93.5% 93.4% 93.3% 92.8% 92.9% 92.8% 92.7% 92.5% 92.1% 
$50 per 
fortnight 
More than 90.8% 90.6% 90.5% 90.1% 90.3% 90.3% 90.4% 90.2% 89.8% 
$100 per 
fortnight 
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More than 83.8% 83.7% 83.4% 83.0% 83.6% 83.8% 84.2% 84.2% 83.6% 
$200 per 
fortnight 
More than 33.1% 33.3% 33.1% 34.3% 35.4% 35.1% 35.4% 36.2% 35.1% 
$200 per 
fortnight, 9 
or more 
times 
Parenting Payment Payment Partnered 

More than 88.1% 88.0% 87.8% 87.5% 88.0% 88.6% 89.2% 89.5% 89.8% 
$20 per 
fortnight 
More than 86.9% 86.5% 86.5% 86.4% 87.2% 87.7% 88.5% 88.7% 88.8% 
$50 per 
fortnight 
More than 83.6% 83.5% 83.5% 83.7% 84.6% 85.5% 86.1% 86.4% 86.5% 
$100 per 
fortnight 
More than 75.9% 75.9% 76.0% 76.8% 77.6% 78.9% 79.8% 80.2% 79.9% 
$200 per 
fortnight 
More than 30.4% 31.1% 31.5% 33.3% 34.4% 36.0% 35.9% 37.1% 37.0% 
$200 per 
fortnight, 9 
or more 
times 
Parenting Payment Single 

More than 93.4% 92.9% 92.8% 91.8% 91.4% 91.8% 91.7% 92.1% 92.6% 
$20 per 
fortnight 

41 



RB D.9999.0001.0505_004 

More than 92.2% 91.6% 91.7% 90.9% 90.5% 90.8% 90.9% 91.3% 92.0% 
$50 per 
fortnight 
More than 89.8% 89.2% 89.4 88.8% 88.5% 88.8% 89.1% 89.7% 90.5% 
$100 per 
fortnight 
More than 83.0% 82.4% 83.0% 82.6% 82.7% 83.1% 83.8% 84.9% 85.9% 
$200 per 
fortnight 
More than 37.7% 38.3% 38.4% 39.9% 40.4% 41.6% 42.4% 44.7% 45.8% 
$200 per 
fortnight, 9 
or more 
times 
Youth Allowance (Other) 

More than 97.3% 97.2% 97.3% 97.5% 97.2% 96.9% 97.3% 97.2% 97.0% 
$20 per 
fortnight 
More than 95.8% 95.8% 95.9% 96.3% 96.1% 95.9% 96.1% 96.2% 95.9% 
$50 per 
fortnight 
More than 91.8% 91.9% 92.1% 92.9% 92.9% 92.8% 93.3 93.4% 93.3% 
$100 per 
fortnight 
More than 82.4% 82.6% 82.7% 84.3% 84.6% 84.7% 85.7% 86.2% 85.8% 
$200 per 
fortnight 
More than 20.9% 21.6% 23.1% 27.3% 28.7% 28.8% 29.6% 29.7% 29.2% 
$200 per 
fortnight, 9 
or more 
times 
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Youth Allowance (Student or Apprentice) 

More than 97.4% 97.0% 97.2% 96.7% 96.7% 96.8% 96.8% 96.6% 96.7% 
$20 per 
fortnight 
More than 96.4% 95.9% 96.2% 95.8% 95.9% 96.1% 96.0% 95.9% 96.1% 
$50 per 
fortnight 
More than 93.4% 92.6% 93.6% 93.5% 94.0% 94.1% 94.2% 94.2% 94.5% 
$100 per 
fortnight 
More than 83.1% 81.8% 85.4% 86.6% 87.8% 88.2% 88.6% 88.7% 89.4% 
$200 per 
fortnight 
More than 31.2% 29.9% 35.3% 37.5% 40.3% 40.9% 41.4% 41.9% 42.9% 
$200 per 
fortnight, 9 
or more 
times 

Source: Data provided by DSS, 2023. 
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7. Conclusions 

7.1. The main points made in this report can be summarised as responses to the original 
questions/issues to be addressed as follows: 

Question: Whether the use of data based on the assumption that a recipient's income can 
be averaged over an annual period to identify 'over-payments' is consistent with policy 
directions in the social security system with respect to encouraging work by benefit 
recipients; 

Answer: A consistent feature of social security policy for people of working age over the 
last 40 years has been to encourage people receiving income support to take up part-time 
and casual work, as this is seen as an effective means of encouraging people to move off 
receipt of benefits into the paid workforce. These policies started in the 1980s, and 
continued throughout the 1990s and the 2000s. Related policies to ease the transition 
from income support to employment have also been emphasised over this period by 
different governments since 1980. Assuming that income could averaged over a financial 
year to calculate "overpayments" is not only inconsistent with these policy directions, it 
lacks basic common sense. The Amato case illustrates this clearly, as it involved including 
earnings received before receipt of Austudy in the total earnings in the year that were 
averaged. The evidence of Andrew Whitecross to the Royal Commission (ROYAL 
COMMISSION INTO THE ROBODEBT SCHEME 8.12.2022. page 1351) also makes this clear: 
"Counter to the policy rationale for assessing employment income on a fortnightly basis, 
which is to ensure that income support payments are made when income support recipients 
are most in need." 

Issues: Taking account of changes in the employment patterns and income patterns of 
income support recipients in the period 2010-2015, prior to the introduction of the 
Robodebt Scheme, and 2015-2019; The patterns of interaction of income support 
recipients with the social security system in the period 2010-2019; and the nature of the 
labour market and work opportunities for low-income earners and income support 
recipients in the period 2010-2019; 

Question: In light of those characteristics, whether the assumption underlying income 
averaging — that incomes are consistently earned with little variation between fortnights — 
could be regarded as reasonably accurate or as a reliable measure of fortnightly income. 

Answer: As is well known, the nature of the Australian labour market has changed 
significantly since the 1970s, with the growth in part-time and casual employment, as well 
as changes in the process of labour market entry for young people, associated with other 
policies to increase the educational achievement of the population. Australian Bureau of 
Statistics data — available from the 1990s onwards - tell us that for a majority of casual 
workers, the assumption that they receive the same average income over the course of a 
year is incorrect. Anyone with experience of undertaking casual work is likely to be 
acutely aware of this earnings variability. 

The data discussed in Section 6 clearly shows that large numbers of people pass through 
the social security system every year, receiving income support for part of the year. Some 
of these people have more than one period receiving payments during the year, and some 
come back into the system more than once over the course of years. Almost no recipient 
with earnings had stable earnings over the period when Robodebt was in force. 
Significant numbers of recipients of these payments were on payments for only part of 
any year. The assumption that earnings over the course of a financial year can be averaged 
to produce an accurate figure for the actual patterns of earnings is clearly completely 
inaccurate. 
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Question: Whether any concerns identified in relation to income averaging would or 
should have been identifiable in 2015 based on the available information about the 
employment and income patterns of income support recipients. 

Answer: DSS and its predecessor Departments have had longitudinal data on changes in 
earnings of income support recipients since the 1990s. Since 2017, the longitudinal data 
available to the Department has significantly improved. However, in 2015-16 DSS had 
access to the Department of Human Services Enterprise Data Warehouse (EDW), which 
could have been used by either Department to assess the accuracy of using averaged 
earnings. In addition, the most important source of information on changes in individual 
Australians economic and social circumstances over time is the HILDA Survey. HILDA was 
started in 2001 and has been funded by DSS (and its predecessor Departments) since that 
time. Since its first Statistical Report published in 2006, the HILDA Survey has shown that 
a majority of working-age households have had exposure to the income support system, 
either for themselves or for another household member. For most of these people, 
receipt of income support is temporary. 

7.2. In addition to the points made above, it is important to consider whether Robodebt could 
ever be regarded as sensible social security policy, if the Social Security Act could be 
changed to allow averaging of earnings over the financial year. Quite apart from the legal 
issues involved, any such change would have been an attempt to reverse the policy 
direction of the previous 30 to 40 years to encourage people to take up part-time work as a 
"stepping stone" to exiting the income support system. 

7.3. If implemented such an approach would be equivalent to turning the social security system 
into a loan for those who left the payment, where how much a person would have to repay 
would depend on the date in a financial year in which they left the social security system. 
Those who left the system in the middle of a financial year would have to repay much more 
than a person who left towards the end of a financial year, 

7.4. Taking account of overall financial year income would also imply that the amount a person 
earned in a financial year before claiming benefits should also be taken into account. If this 
were not done, then two people with the same overall income in any year would be 
treated differently depending on whether they entered or exited payment during the year. 
The Social Security System already has a range of preclusion periods to make people with 
modest liquid assets wait for up to 13 weeks before receiving payment, and for a range of 
higher-paid seasonal work the preclusion period can be longer. Potentially, such people 
could be required to wait and still have to repay income support on account of the 
earnings that had led them to wait to receive payment if averaging were introduced as 
policy. 

7.5. In addition, using financial year income as relevant to what people earned while on 
payments implicitly assumes that people have been on payments for the whole of a 
financial year. This exposes people who have moved off payments either because they got 
a full-time job or finished their studies to having earnings they received after they left 
payments counted in the income test. Such an approach — if it were ever to be legislated — 
would be completely inconsistent with the policy approaches that have been implemented 
by successive governments. 

7.6. Such as system would be irrational from a policy perspective and potentially economically 
damaging on a significant scale. 
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Appendix 1: Letter of Engagement 

28 February 2023 

Professor Peter Whiteford 

By email: peter.whiteford@anu.edu.au 

Dear Professor Whiteford 

Royal Commission into the Robodebt Scheme (the Commission) 

Thank you for agreeing to assist the Commission with its enquiries by providing an expert report (the 
Report) in relation to the patterns of employment and earnings of income support recipients at the 
time of the introduction and application of the Robodebt Scheme (the Scheme), including a review of 
data and analysis being produced and given to the Commission by the Department of Social Services 
in response to Notice to Produce and Give Information (NTG-0165). 

As you are aware, the Commission was established on 18 August 2022. 

The Letters Patent set out the Royal Commissioner's terms of reference. Under the Letter Patent, the 
Royal Commissioner, Ms Catherine Holmes AC SC is required to produce a final report by 
18 April 2023. 

Section D below sets out the basis upon which you are engaged to provide to provide the Report. 

A. Materials briefed 

Annexure A to this letter lists the documents and materials briefed to you for the purposes of provision 
of the Report. 

B. Background 

The Letters Patent relevantly require the Commission to inquire into the establishment, design and 
implementation of the Scheme.' 

The Commission's terms of reference2 relate to the part of the Scheme which comprise the PAYG 
Manual Compliance Intervention program including associated pilot programs from early 2015 to 1 
July 2016, and the following iterations of this program: 

a. Online Compliance Intervention (OCI), which applied to assessments initiated in the 

period from on or around 1 July 2016 to on or around 10 February 2017; 

b. Employment Income Confirmation (EIC), which applied to assessments initiated in the 

period from on or around 11 February 2017 to on or around 30 September 2018; 

'Refer to paragraph g of the Letters Patent. 
2 Refer to the preamble to the Letters Patent. 
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c. Check and Update Past Income (CUPI), which applied to assessments initiated after on or 

around 30 September 2018. 

The Scheme was implemented by way of a budget measure titled 'Strengthening the Integrity of 
Welfare Payments', which was approved by the Expenditure Review Committee on 25 March 2015 
and introduced by way of the 2015/16 Budget. 

On 27 November 2019, Justice Davies in the Federal Court of Australia in Amato v the Commonwealth 
of Australia (VID611/2019) made orders by consent that the demand for payment of the alleged debt 
(which was a Robodebt debt) was not validly made because the information before the decision-
maker was not capable of satisfying them that a debt was owed.3

A class action was commenced on 19 November 2019 against the Commonwealth of Australia by 
people affected by the Scheme.4

The Scheme was formally discontinued in May 2020. 

On 16 November 2020, the Applicants to the class action and the Commonwealth agreed to a 
settlement of $112 million, without admission of liability by the Commonwealth. 

On 11 June 2021, Justice Murphy of the Federal Court of Australia in Prygodicz v Commonwealth of 
Australia (No 2) [2021] FCA 634 (the class action) found that the Scheme was unlawful. 

For the purposes of this brief: 
a. you may refer to: 

i. the Research Product provided to the Commission by DSS under NTG-0165 

(as provided electronically on 29 January 2023); 

ii. the Further Response provided to the Commission by DSS under NTG-0165 

(as provided electronically on 16 February 2023); 

iii. the Supplementary Research Product provided to the Commission by DSS by 

way of supplementary request on 17 February 2023 (as provided 

electronically on 22 February 2023);5

iv. any material or information produced by DSS in response to NTG-0167 (as 

provided electronically on 22 February 2023); 

v. any relevant published material; 

vi. data from the ABS, the HILDA survey and administrative sources; and 

vii. publicly available exhibits and or transcript published on the Commission's 

website; 

b. where you are being asked to respond to the questions with reference to a particular 

period of time (for example, at the time of the introduction and application of the 

Scheme), you can assume this limitation will not prevent you from referencing studies, 

academic articles, or reports outside this period if they are relevant to issues arising 

for your consideration; and 

3 Refer to paragraphs d to f of the Letters Patent. 
4 Refer to paragraph I.v of the Letters Patent. 
5 AGS stated in its email that the supplementary data should be used in conjunction with the original data 
provided in response to NTG-0165. 
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c. in writing your report, where relevant, you should adopt the expressions set out in 

the definitions in section E. 

C. Assumptions of Fact 

You are asked to assume the assumptions of fact set out in Annexure A. 6

D. Terms of engagement 

Report 

1 You are engaged to provide a report which considers: 

(a) the role of income-testing in Australia and how it relates to accuracy of payments and 

therefore potentially to customer debts; 

(b) major policy developments designed to encourage social security recipients to work part-

time and therefore combine earnings and benefit receipt; 

(c) developments in the labour market that have increased the overlap between receipt of 

benefits and part-time earnings; 

(d) what is known from population level data about transitions between social security and 

work, both at a point in time and within and between years;' 

(e) what is known from administrative data from the DSS and Services Australia about 

transitions between social security and work, both at a point in time and within and 

between years;8
(f) whether the use of data based on the assumption that a Recipient's income can be 

averaged over an annual period9 to identify 'over-payments' is consistent with policy 

directions in the social security system with respect to encouraging work by Recipients; 

(g) changes in the Patterns of Recipient Earnings and Patterns of Recipient Employment in 

the period 2010-2015, prior to the introduction of the Scheme, and 2015-2019; 

(h) the Patterns of Benefit Engagement in the period 2010-2019; 
(i) the nature of Labour Force Patterns, particularly for low-income earners and Recipients, 

in the period 2010-2019; 

(j) assess in light of those characteristics whether the assumption underlying income 

averaging — that incomes are consistently earned with little variation between fortnights 
— could be regarded as reasonably accurate or as a reliable measure of fortnightly income; 

(k) whether any concerns identified in relation to income averaging would or should have 

been identifiable in 2015 based on the available Information Resources on Recipient 

Patterns, Income Volatility and Labour Force Patterns; 

6 Based on the Department's response to NTG-0167. 

' Using ABS and HILDA data. 
8 Using the DSS Response to NTG-0165. 
9 See definition of Annual Income Averaging. 
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(I) Subsequent analysis about whether legislative changes before the introduction of the 

Scheme or subsequently to make income averaging lawful would be consistent with the 

long-standing policy to encourage social security recipients to work part-time; and 

(m) any other matter of substance you consider relevant to the terms of reference, based on 

your expertise and knowledge with respect to income support policy or practice. 

2 In setting out your analysis and conclusions, you should: 

(a) set out your qualifications, expertise and experience in relation to income support policy 

and practice; 

(b) identify any assumptions or facts underlying or relevant to the opinions you have 

expressed; 

(c) identify any limitations in the data output provided or available to you; and 

(d) state any qualifications which should be applied to your opinions. 

E. Definitions 

For the purposes of preparation of the Report, the following terms have the following meanings and 
should be used consistently: 

TERM MEANING 

ABS The Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

Annual Income Averaging Means an Income Support Recipient's 
fortnightly employment income is notionally 
established by combining all employment 
income recorded as earned on income tax 
returns, PAYG summaries or group certificates 
over a single Financial Year and dividing this by 
the number of fortnights in that Financial Year. 

DSS The Department of Social Security 

Financial Year Means each financial year from the 2010-2011 
financial year up to and including the 2018-
2019 financial year 

HILDA Survey The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 
in Australia Survey. 

Income Banks Income Bank for Students and Working Credits 
as applicable to Relevant Payment Types. 

Income Free Area Threshold Means the amount of income a Relevant 
Payment Type benefit recipient may earn 
and/or amount of income a person's partner 

4 
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may earn in a fortnightly period without 
affecting the recipient's benefit. The threshold 
may: 

a) vary between the Relevant Payment 
Types; and 

b) for one, several or each of the Relevant 
Payment Types, may vary within and/or 
throughout the Relevant Period. 

Income Volatility Means the extent to which actual income can 
vary from the average fortnightly income over 
the year. Income Volatility can be measured in 
a number of ways, including: 

a) calculating the difference between the 
highest fortnight and the lowest 
fortnight as a percentage of average 
earnings over the period counted; 

b) the coefficient variation, being the 
standard deviation for a household 
during the year as a fraction of average 
fortnightly earnings; and 

c) the number of fortnights that earnings 
is 25% above or below the average 
fortnightly earnings over the period 
counted. 

Information Resources Means any record of information — including 
but not limited to data, data analysis, memos, 
research, reports, databases, registers, 
spreadsheets — however compiled, recorded or 
stored, produced internally and/or externally to 
DHS/DSS. 

Labour Force Patterns Means Patterns of Employment and Patterns of 
Earnings of Australia's general population. 

Maximum Income Cut Out Point The maximum income a Relevant Payment 
Type recipient could earn in a fortnightly period 
before the recipient's payment is reduced to 
nil. The threshold may: 

a) vary between the Relevant Payment 
Types; and 
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b) for one, several or each of the Relevant 
Payment Types, may vary within and/or 
throughout the Relevant Period. 

Patterns of Benefit Engagement Means the pattern of Recipients of a Relevant 
Payment Type, including: 

a) proportion of individuals being a 
Recipient of a Relevant Payment Type 
for a duration: 

a. 3 months or less; 

b. 6 months or less; 

c. 9 months or less; 

d. less than one year; and/or 

e. more than one year. 

b) reasons an individual ceases to become 
a Recipient of a Relevant Payment Type 
including employment, change in family 
circumstances. 

Patterns of Earnings Means the variability and extent of variability of 
earnings over a Financial Year in Australia's 
labour force, including: 

a) the number and proportion of people 
reporting earnings; 

b) differences in fortnightly earnings over 
the 26 fortnights in an annual period; 
and 

c) Income Volatility. 

Patterns of Employment Means data analysis showing patterns in 
Australia's labour force relating to: 

a) the variability and extent of variability 
of employment on a fortnightly basis; 

b) seasonal employment on an annual 
basis; and 

c) the frequency with which changed 
employers during a Financial Year, 
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including adding an additional 
employer. 

Patterns of Recipient Earnings Means the variability and extent of variability of 
Recipients' earnings over a Financial Year, 
including: 

a) the number and proportion of Income 
Support Recipients reporting earnings 
while in receipt of the Relevant 
Payment; 

b) differences in fortnightly earnings over 
the 26 fortnights in an annual period; 

c) Recipients' Income Volatility; 

d) measurement of Recipient Earnings in 
the context of the Income Free Area 
Threshold, second threshold where 
relevant and Maximum Income Cut-out 
point; and 

e) Recipients with an Income 
Bank/Working Credit for each 
applicable Relevant Payment Type. 

Patterns of Recipient Employment Data analysis showing in the Relevant Period 
identifying patterns relating to: 

a) variability and extent of variability of 
Recipients' employment on a 
fortnightly basis; 

b) Recipients' seasonal employment on an 
annual basis; 

c) frequency with which Recipients' 
changed employers during a financial 
year, including adding an additional 
employer. 

Recipient An individual in receipt of a Relevant Payment 
Type during the Relevant Period. 

Recipient Patterns Means: 

a) Patterns of Benefit Engagement; 

b) Patterns of Recipient Earnings; and 
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c) Patterns of Recipient Employment. 

Relevant Payment Types The payment types that were the subject of the 
Scheme. 

Relevant Period 2010 to 2019. 

The Royal Commission (the Commission) The Royal Commission into the Robodebt 
Scheme. 

The Scheme The Robodebt Scheme - the debt assessment 
and recovery scheme described in the 
preamble to the Letters Patent. 

F. Timeframes and Compensation 

You will provide the Report to the Commission by no later than 29 February 2023. 

You have agreed the Report can be disclosed to third parties (including the Commonwealth) for 
comment during the three-week hearing block which commenced on 20 February 2023 (hearing 
block 4). 

We thank you for your assistance with this engagement. Please contact us should you have any 
questions. 

Regards 

Yours faithfully 

Jane Lye 
Official Secretary 



RBD.9999.0001.0505_0057 

Appendix A 

Assumption 1(A): There were Information Resources on Recipient Patterns available to DSS in the 
period 2015-2016 in respect of the years 2010 to 2015. 

Assumption 1(B): The following Information Resources on Recipient Patterns were available to DSS 
for the following periods: 

A. Data resources: 

a. The DHS' Enterprise Data Warehouse (EDW)10 from 2014. 

b. Data extracted from DHS' mainframe1' both prior to 2014, and throughout the period 
2015-2016.12

B. DSS datasets/data repositories:13

a. Australian Priority Investment Approach to Welfare model (PIA) 

Developed in 2015-2016 in response to a key recommendation of the McClure 
review.14 This model is derived from extracted data from the EDW and other datasets, 

including the ABS, Estimated Resident Population forecasts. PIA uses actuarial 

modelling to show how groups of people interact with the welfare system over their 

lifetime. The model is underpinned by longitudinal data dating back to 1 July 2001. 

The model predicts future payment use based on past patterns of payment use and 

remains active. 

b. BlueBook Dataset (Bluebook) 

DSS owns and manages Bluebook which remains in use by DSS' Data Evaluation 

Group. In 2015-2016, reports created from Bluebook were used by teams within DSS, 
to create reports for use by various social security policy and program teams within 

DSS. The data was also used to generate publicly available data such as the 'DSS 

Payment Demographic Data' dataset which was used to answer both internal and 

external requests for data. 

10 EDW has data of every individual social security recipient, including all administrative data collected through 
payments and services provided by DHS. This included: Customer Reference Numbers, names, addresses, DOB; 
details reported by recipients including: reported recipient earnings, employment details, number of employers, 
whether the recipient has full time or part time/casual employment and work hours (if relevant); demographic and 
cultural data (including age, gender, marital status, self-identified Indigenous status, postcode and state of residence, 
and country of birth); medical and disability information (if relevant); and duration on current payment, duration on 
income support, rate of payment and fortnightly payment entitlement amounts. 
11 Similar data to EDW. 
12 In respect of the years 2010 to 2015, the information was contained in the DHS mainframe and the DHS EDW on 
Recipient Patterns. 
13 Produced using data from DHS EDW and DHS' mainframe. 
14 Review of Australia's Welfare System — A System for Better Employment and Social Outcomes, February 2015. 
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c. Income Support for Seniors Dataset (ISSD) 
In 2015-2016, DSS owned and managed ISSD using EWD data. ISSD was 
decommissioned in 2021 and its functions were incorporated into Bluebook. The ISSD 
contained quarterly point in time data on Aged Pension, Widow B Pension and Wife 
Pension (Age) recipients. Reports created from ISSD by DSS in 2015-2016 were used 
in a similar manner to the Bluebook. 

d. Carers Data set (CDS) 
In 2015-2016, DSS owned and managed the CDS using EDW data. CDS was 
decommissioned in 2021 and its functions were incorporated into Bluebook. The CDS 
contained quarterly point in time data on Carer Payment and Carer Allowance 
recipients. Reports created from CDS in 2015-2016 were used in a similar manner to 
the Bluebook reports. 

C. Other agencies' data repositories 
a. Research and Evaluation Database (RED) 

RED is owned and managed by the Department of Employment and Work Relations.15
RED is a collection of longitudinal and static information on recipients of Australian 
government income support payments (excluding the Department of Veterans' 
Affairs).16 In 2015-2016, DSS officers would have had access to publicly available 
Information Resources from RED in respect of the years 2010 to 2015. 

Assumption 2: In 2015-2016, DSS had available to it Information Resources on Recipient Patterns17
and had the ability by reason of those Information Resources on Recipient Patterns to conduct 
research on Recipient Patterns in that time period but: 

a. despite that availability, there is no evidence to suggest that such research was 
undertaken during that period in advance of the introduction of the Scheme; 

b. it is not clear what such research would have revealed; and 
c. there is no evidence to explain why such research was not undertaken. 

Assumption 3: in 2015-2016, DSS had available other publicly available Information Resources on 
Recipient Patterns (for example publicly available journal articles, external research papers, materials 
produced by advocacy groups, information and reporting from the states and territories) and had the 
ability to use such Information Resources to conduct further research on Recipient Patterns in that 
time period but: 

a. despite that availability, there is no evidence to suggest that such research was 
undertaken during that period; 

b. it is not clear what such research would have revealed; and 
c. there is no evidence to explain why such research was not undertaken. 

is At the relevant time, the Department of Employment. 
16 DSS has had access to the RED since April 2014. 
17 Set out in Assumption 1. 
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Assumption 4: With respect to the question of whether DSS took into account Recipients' Income 
Volatility, Patterns of Recipient Earnings, and/or Patterns of Benefit Engagement in the design and 
development of the Scheme, or in any changes made to the scheme following its production available, 
you can assume that DSS had regard to: 

a. in 2015, high level costing assumptions for the PAYG proposal provided to it by DSS.18 

However these primarily related to the value of debts and recoveries and not data which 

addressed Recipient Income Volatility, Recipient Earnings or Benefit Engagement; 19

b. Income Volatility at a high level.20

Assumption 5: In 2015-2016, prior to the introduction of the Scheme, DSS had access to various 
sources of research about Labour Force Patterns including the following: 

a. Labour Force, Australia — a publication which provides monthly headline estimates of 

employment, unemployment, underemployment, participation and hours worked from the 

monthly Labour Force survey.21

b. Labour Force, Australia, Detailed — a publication which provides monthly and quarterly 

Labour Force Survey data, including hours, regions, families, job search, job duration, casual, 

industry and occupation. Publications of this were available to DSS from March 2002. 

c. Employment and Earning, Public Sector — a publication which contains estimates of public 

sector employees and cash wages and salaries by level of government, state and industry. 

Publications of this were available to DSS from 2007 to 2008. 

d. Barriers and incentives to Labour Force Participation, Australia — a publication which 

contains factors that influence how people participate in the labour market and the hours 

they work. Publications available from August 2004 to June 2005. 

e. Labour Force Status of Families - a publication which explores how families engage with the 

labour market. Publications available from June 2005.22

f. Participation Job Search and Mobility Australia - a publication concerning labour 

participation potential, underemployment and job attachment, job search experience, labour 

mobility, hours worked, industry and occupation. Publication available from February 2015.23

g. Retirement and Retirement Intentions, Australia — a publication concerning retiree statistics 

and the retirement plans of people aged 45 years and over. Publications available from 2012-
2013.24

h. Employment in Renewable Energy Activities, Australia — Employment in renewable energy 

activities reports on full time equivalent employment by state and territory and type of 

renewable energy. Publications available from 2015-2016.25

18 Email from Jason Ryman to Mark Jones 27 February 2015, DSS.5121.0001.0002. 
19 Statement of Joanne Elizabeth Evans dated 19 January 2023 in response to NTG-0167 dated 3 February 2023 page 
8, paragraph 35. The data included in the castings were high level and based on longer-term trends that form part of 
standard costing methodologies and templates that were agreed with the Department of Finance. The costing 
assumptions included a higher likelihood that working age payments recipients would find work compared to pension 
payment recipients. Further, the assumptions reflect that certain benefit cohorts remain on payment longer than 
other benefit cohorts. 
20 Email from Andrew Whitecross to Serena Wilson dated 16 January 2015, DSS.5061.0001.0007. 
21 Data available from 2003 to 2022. 
22 Data from 2005 to 2022. 
23 Data from 2015 to 2022. 
24 Data from 2004 to 2022. 
25 Data from 2013 to 2022. 
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i. Labour Force Australia, Detailed, Quarterly — Detailed labour force data collected on a 

quarterly basis. Publications available from February 2006. 

Assumption 6: Despite the availability of the materials about Labour Force Patterns set out in 
Assumption 5, there is no available evidence to suggest that DSS took any assumptions, inferences, 
conclusions it drew from Information Resources on Labour Force Patterns, or took information from 
Information Resources on Labour Force Patterns, into account in 2015-2016 in advising on the 
Scheme. 

Assumption 7: In 2015-2016, DSS had access to publicly available information (for example, journal 
articles, external research papers, materials produced by advocacy groups, information and reporting 
from the states and territories) that may have comprised Information Resources on Recipient Patterns 
and Labour Force Patterns. However, there is no available evidence to suggest which publicly available 
Information Resources on Recipient Patterns and Labour Force Patterns were considered, if any, and 
to what extent, if at all, by DSS with regard to its contribution to the design and/or development of 
the Scheme. 

Assumption 8: There is no evidence that any data analysis was carried out, or any reference or 
consideration of Recipient Patterns and/or Labour Force Patterns was undertaken by DSS in respect 
to its response to the Commonwealth Ombudsman's inquiries in the Scheme. 

Assumption 9: Approximately 5000 unique records such as reports, research, briefs, or other 
accessible documents and/or documents containing information or data, including statistical 
information relating to relevant payment types were available to DSS in the period 1 January 2013 to 
1 January 2016 that may have identified: 

a. Income Volatility; 

b. Patterns of Recipients' Employment; 

c. Patterns of Recipients' Earnings; and/or 

d. Patterns of Benefit Engagement; 

618 of which have been produced to the Commission by DSS. It is not presently clear to what extent 
these records are relevant to the Scheme and there is presently no evidence to suggest this 
information was used in the design and/or development of the Scheme. 

Assumption 10: There is no evidence to suggest that Income Banks were taken into account in the 
design or development of the Scheme or any changes made to the Scheme following its 
introduction. 

12 
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Appendix 2: Number (000s) of recipients of Social Security Income Support Payments, 2010 to 2019 (stock at 30 June each year) 

Payment type 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Age Pension (incl. Dept. of 
Veterans' Affairs Age 
Pensions) 

2158.3 2225.1 2282.6 2356.2 2408.7 2489.9 2541.7 2502.1 2477.9 2533.4 

Disability Support Pension 792.6 818.9 827.5 821.7 830.5 814.4 782.9 758.9 757.0 745.7 

Sickness Allowance 6.7 6.7 7.2 7.5 7.8 7.9 7.7 6.3 6.1 5.0 

Widow B Pension 0.6 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.3 0.3 

Wife Pension (partner 
receives Age Pension) 

10.9 9.3 9.1 7.9 7.5 6.6 5.8 5.1 4.7 4.1 

Wife Pension (partner 
receives Disability Support 
Pension) 

13.8 11.9 10.2 8.8 7.7 6.6 5.7 4.9 4.5 3.9 

Carer Payment 168.9 186.1 205.6 222.0 243.9 255.5 260.6 263.9 274.4 282.1 

Austudy 37.3 39.2 41.0 46.0 48.2 47.6 48.9 42.6 36.8 34.8 

ABSTUDY 36.3 37.1 35.9 34.2 32.5 33.5 34.1 33.1 33.1 32.0 

Youth Allowance (student) 297.0 325.2 271.5 247.7 241.7 231.0 226.5 204.3 186.5 180.9 

Youth Allowance (other) 88.5 86.0 83.8 113.8 114.0 112.6 98.1 101.0 94.0 82.8 

Newstart Allowance 553.9 527.5 549.8 660.7 705.8 748.7 732.1 733.1 727.5 686.8 

Partner Allowance 24.1 17.1 13.9 10.0 8.2 5.7 4.0 2.5 2.0 1.0 

Widow Allowance 33.9 29.3 28.9 25.7 25.4 21.9 18.2 14.5 12.8 7.7 

Parenting Payment (Single) 333.5 326.2 319.6 255.4 260.6 262.1 259.4 255.8 244.3 230.2 

Parenting Payment 
(Partnered) 

124.9 117.8 114.3 103.5 104.0 101.7 100.2 94.2 82.5 73.1 

Special Benefit 6.3 6.4 5.8 5.5 5.4 5.2 5.3 7.0 6.8 7.1 

Total 4687.4 4770.4 4807.3 4916.4 5052.3 5184.3 5131.6 5005.7 4926.7 4887.7 

Source: DSS, 
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Appendix 3: Amendments to Social Security Income tests for beneficiaries 

Year Measure 

1980 LIBERALISATION OF BENEFIT INCOME TEST 

The income test for unemployment and sickness benefits was liberalised: An 
unmarried person aged 16 or 17 with at least one parent living in Australia could 
earn up to $3 per week without reduction of benefit, after which benefit was 
reduced by half the amount of 'other income' between $3 and $40 per week and 
by the full amount of 'other income' above $40 per week. A person aged 18 years 
or more could receive other income up to $6 per week without reduction of 
benefit, after which benefit would be reduced by half the amount of other income 
up to $50 per week and by the full amount of other income above $50 per week. 

Social Services Amendment Act 1980 (No 130 of 1980) Assent: 19 September 1980 
Commenced: 1 November 1980 (unemployment and sickness benefits) 

1982 LIBERALISATION OF BENEFIT INCOME TEST 

The income tests for all classes of unemployment and sickness beneficiaries were 
standardised. All beneficiaries could now receive other income of up to $10 per 
week without reduction in benefit; thereafter benefit was reduced by half the 
amount of other income between $10 and $60 per week, and by the full amount 
of other income over $60 per week. 

Social Security Legislation Amendment Act 1982 (No 98 of 1982) Assent: 27 
October 1982 Commenced: November 1982 (unemployment and sickness benefit 

1983 LIBERALISATION OF BENEFIT INCOME TEST 

The benefit income test was liberalised by increasing the permissible income limit 
(free area) to $20 a week, after which benefit was reduced by 50 % for any income 
received between $20 and $70 a week and by 100 % for income in excess of $70. 

Social Security Legislation Amendment Act 1983, No. 69 Date of Royal Assent: 24 
October 1983 

1986 LIBERALISATION OF BENEFIT INCOME TEST 

The benefit income test was liberalised by increasing the permissible income limit 
(free area) to $30. 

1987 CHANGE TO RENT ASSISTANCE INCOME TEST AND SAVINGS PROVISIONS 

Date of commencement Initially to be 1 November 1986, but later deferred to 1 
July 1987 Date of application As for date of commencement Payments affected 
Rent Assistance In relation to Rent Assistance: the separate income test was 
abolished so that the payment became an addition to the maximum rate of 
pension or benefit and subject to the normal income test applying to them. 

1987 BENEFIT INCOME TEST ADMINISTERED FORTNIGHTLY 

The income test for Unemployment Benefit and Sickness Benefit, previously 
administered on a weekly basis, was replaced by a fortnightly one. 

1989 EMPLOYMENT ENTRY PAYMENT INTRODUCED 

A lump-sum Employment Entry Payment of $100 was paid to a person who had 
been receiving Unemployment Benefit, and who lost entitlement to the benefit on 
commencing employment which the Secretary considered was likely to continue 
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for more than four weeks, provided that he/she had been receiving a benefit, or 
payment as a trainee in full-time training under a specified labour force program, 
for a continuous period of at least 12 months. Provision was made in certain cases 
for payment up to two weeks before the employment. To qualify for the payment, 
the person had to make a claim no more than 28 days after commencing 
employment. Only one such payment could be made in any 12-month period. 

Social Security Legislation Amendment Act 1988, No. 133 Date of Royal Assent: 22 
December 1988 

1990 EASING OF BENEFIT INCOME TEST FOR COUPLES 

Location in Act Section 63 Date of commencement 1 September 1990 Date of 
application 1 September 1990 Payments affected Benefits; Special Benefit (in 
effect) The benefit income test was eased for couples by increasing the permissible 
income limit (free area) by up to $30 a fortnight to a maximum of $60 a fortnight 
for each partner provided that the additional $30 income was derived from 
personal exertion. The limit for the couple (previously $60) could not exceed $90. 

1990 EXTENSION OF ELIGIBILITY FOR EMPLOYMENT ENTRY PAYMENT 

A person aged under 18 years who had been receiving Job Search Allowance, and 
who lost entitlement to the allowance on commencing employment which the 
Secretary considered was likely to continue for more than four weeks, became 
entitled to a lump-sum Employment Entry Payment of $50 provided that he/she 
had been receiving a benefit, or a payment as a full-time trainee under a specified 
labour force program, for at least nine months. The payment was also extended to 
a member of a couple who commenced employment and: 1 immediately before 
commencing it, the person's partner had been receiving Job Search Allowance and 
either the allowance was being paid at the married rate or the person was 
receiving a Sickness Benefit or Special Benefit; / the income earned from the 
employment resulted in the partner losing his/her allowance entitlement; and / 
the partner had been receiving a benefit or trainee allowance (as above) for at 
least nine months. Other conditions were as for Employment Entry Payment when 
paid to unemployment beneficiaries (refer to Record 50 of 1988). 

1990 INCREASED FREE AREA FOR COUPLES IN BENEFIT INCOME TEST 

The benefit income test applying to couples was liberalised by increasing the 
permissible income limits (free area). Each partner was allowed an additional 
amount of up to $30 of income a fortnight derived from personal exertion in 
addition to the general free area of $60 a fortnight. This provided a maximum 
combined limit of $120 a fortnight (previously, each partner had the $30 
entitlement but the combined limit could not exceed $90). However, any income 
in excess of $30 received by one partner could not be credited to the other partner. 

1991 EMPLOYMENT ENTRY PAYMENT EXTENDED TO SOLE PARENT PENSIONERS 

Sole parent pensioners became eligible for a lump-sum Employment Entry 
Payment of $100 if they commenced, or had an increase in earnings from, 
employment. To qualify, a person had to be earning more than the maximum 
amount per week that a single person with one child aged under 13 years could 
earn from employment without ceasing to qualify for Unemployment Benefit 
($228 initially), and the Secretary had to be satisfied that he/she was likely to 
continue to receive such an amount for at least four weeks. Persons who lost 
entitlement to the pension due to the new employment or increased earnings 
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were also eligible for an Employment Entry Payment. It was not payable where the 
person had received the payment, or the similar payment available to recipients 
of Unemployment Benefit and Job Search Allowance, within the previous year. 

1991 CHANGES TO EMPLOYMENT ENTRY PAYMENT 

The conditions under which an Employment Entry Payment was granted to a sole 
parent pensioner were varied to enable it to be paid up to two weeks before 
he/she commenced employment and to provide that it was payable only if the 
pensioner made a claim no more than 28 days after commencing employment. 
[These changes aligned the conditions of payment with those for recipients of 
Unemployment Benefit and Job Search Allowance.] 

1992 REDUCED WITHDRAWAL RATE IN BENEFIT INCOME TEST FOR COUPLES 

Location in Act Sections 9 and 10 Date of commencement 24 December 1992 Date 
of application 24 December 1992 Payments affected Benefits; Special Benefit (in 
effect) The withdrawal rate in the benefit income test for couples was reduced 
from 50 % to 25 % over the range of income between $60 and $140 a fortnight, 
and from 100 % to 50 % for income in excess of $140, where one partner was 
neither receiving a pension or benefit in his/her own right nor was a dependent 
partner entitling the couple to the married rate of benefit. [The change removed 
an anomaly whereby, with only half the married rate of benefit being paid, a 
couple had previously been more harshly treated than if they had been entitled to 
the married rate.] 

Social Security Legislation Amendment Act (No. 2) 1992, No. 229 Date of Royal 
Assent: 24 December 1992 21 

1993 BENEFIT INCOME TEST LIBERALISED 

The benefit income test was liberalised: 1 an addition to the standard permissible 
income limit (free area) of $30 a fortnight was introduced for single persons where 
the income was derived from personal exertion; and 1 the existing addition to 
that limit allowed to each partner of a couple for income derived from personal 
exertion was increased by $20 to $50 a fortnight. This brought the maximum 
permissible income limits to $90 a fortnight for a single person and to $160 for a 
couple. 

Social Security Amendment Act 1993, No. 25 Date of Royal Assent: 9 June 1993 1 

1994 EARNINGS CREDIT FOR BENEFICIARIES INTRODUCED 

An earnings credit was introduced for recipients of workforce benefits. Under the 
scheme, recipients being paid at the maximum rate were allowed to build up a 
credit to the permissible income levels (free area)—these amounted to $90 a 
fortnight for a single person and $80 for each partner of a couple and incorporated 
the basic income limits plus the addition to them al lowed for earnings. The credit 
could then be offset against any earnings in a fortnight from paid employment 
which was in excess of the limits. The maximum credit that could be accumulated 
was $500 for a single person or for each partner of a couple. Persons who lost 
entitlement to a benefit due to their income exceeding the benefit cut-out point 
in a particular fortnight could not access any credit but the credit was preserved 
for up to 13 weeks and could be used at a later date. Credits were not transferable 
between the partners in couples. Earnings credits were transferable where a 
person moved between a benefit, pension and specified veterans' payment. 

52 



RBD.9999.0001.0505_0065 

1995 BENEFIT INCOME TEST RESTRUCTURED AND LIBERALISED 

The benefit income test (other than for Sickness Allowance for under 18 year-olds) 
was restructured and liberalised. The test now applied to the new payments—
Partner Allowance, Parenting Allowance and Widow Allowance (refer to Records 
2, 30 and 33 of 1994), as well as to workforce benefits. Following the changes: 1 
the combined income test for a couple was replaced by a separate income test on 
each partner. Where each partner was receiving a benefit, the non-benefit income 
of one partner did not affect the amount of benefit paid to the other until the first 
partner entirely lost entitlement to his/her benefit. Where only one member of 
the couple was receiving a benefit and his/her partner was not a pensioner, the 
partner's income was assessed for purposes of reducing the amount of benefit 
only to the extent that it exceeded the notional benefit cut-out point which would 
have applied to the partner if he/she had claimed a benefit. The combined income 
test applying where a beneficiary had a pensioner partner remained unchanged; 
and P the permissible income limit (free area) of $60 a fortnight applied to both 
single persons and to each partner of a couple, after which the benefit was 
reduced by 50 % for non-benefit income in excess of $60 up to $140 and by 70 % 
for income over $140. The additions to the standard permissible income limit for 
single persons and each partner of a couple in respect of income derived from 
personal exertion were abolished. 

1996 EARNINGS CREDIT FOR BENEFICIARIES MODIFIED 

Modifications were made to the earnings credit for beneficiaries: 1 the credit was 
to accrue each fortnight at a rate equal to the amount by which a person's earnings 
were less than the permissible income limit (the unused free area). Previously, the 
entire amount of the permissible income limits had been credited provided that 
earnings were below the limits; 1 the amount of credit a person could access in a 
fortnight was limited to $100—it now amounted to the lower of his/her earnings 
credit balance, his/her earnings in the fortnight and $100. Previously, a person 
with income below the permissible income limits who had sufficient credit built up 
could access an amount equal to his/her earnings in the fortnight, subject only to 
the maximum $500 accrual level; 1 the rule that a person could not access his/her 
credit balance in a fortnight where his/her earnings were sufficient to reduce the 
payment to nil was removed. In effect, a person could now have income up to $100 
above the normal benefit cut-out point before he/she lost entitlement to the 
benefit; and / a person's accrued credit could not be reduced in a fortnight where 
his/her income was such as to reduce his/her benefit entitlement to nil. 

1996 STANDARD DEFINITION OF 'CONTINUOUS PERIOD ON INCOME SUPPORT' 

A standard provision defined the circumstances in which a Job Search Allowance 
or Newstart Allowance recipient was to be treated as having received specified 
payments for a continuous period, even though the person did not actually receive 
the payment during part or parts of the period. [Continuous receipt of a specified 
income support payment was the basis of eligibility for a number of concessions.] 
Under the new provision: / any number of breaks in continuity of up to six weeks 
was allowed; / where a period of 12 months or more had been accrued, any 
breaks of up to 13 weeks in that period would not affect continuity; / consistent 
with the six-week rule, the 13-week break could commence up to six weeks before 
the date when a person would otherwise have been in receipt of income support 
for 12 months; and / periods where a person could remain qualified for an 
allowance although receiving a nil payment due to the effect of income from 
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employment, and non-payment periods imposed for breaches of rules (but not 
such periods imposed on the grounds that the person was a seasonal worker), 
were treated as not breaking continuity. If an allowance recipient had breaks in 
receipt of income support in excess of those specified, he/she was not credited 
with a 'continuous receipt' period and had to accumulate the required period 
starting again from the beginning. 

1997 EARNINGS CREDIT ARRANGEMENTS ABOLISHED 

The earnings credit arrangements available to all pensioners, and to all 
beneficiaries except special beneficiaries, were abolished. 

1998 INTRODUCTION OF YOUTH ALLOWANCE 

A new payment, Youth Allowance, was introduced. It replaced Youth Training 
Allowance, Newstart Allowance and Sickness Allowance for people aged under 21 
years, Austudy for students aged under 25 years (over 25 years in certain cases), 
and more than minimum Family Payment for certain secondary students. 
Legislation passed in 1998 aged 16 to 18 years. This single payment covered young 
people who were studying, in training, looking for work or sick. While receiving the 
allowance, young people could move between these activities and states, 
including a combination of them such as part-time work and study, without having 
to transfer to a different payment each time. It was expected to make income 
support for young people simpler and more flexible and to reduce incentives to 
leave education early. Youth Allowance was taxable. a more generous personal 
income test for full-time students than for the unemployed, reflecting the more 
generous income test that had applied under Austudy compared with that under 
Newstart Allowance and Sickness Allowance 

The personal income test for Youth Allowance was the same as the general benefit 
income test with its numerous special features (such as the treatment of different 
types of leave payments) but with two important exceptions: 1 the permissible 
income limits (free area) at $230 a fortnight were substantially higher for persons 
undertaking full-time study (this feature was taken directly from Austudy). The 
general allowance/benefit free area of $60 applied to other recipients; and 1 full-
time students undertaking training could take advantage of a student income 
bank. Subject to the income bank provisions, the general benefit income 
withdrawal rates of 50 and 70% applied to Youth Allowance. The 50 % rate applied 
to the first $80 of income above the relevant free area and the 70 % rate 
thereafter. The partner income test for a person treated as a member of a couple 
was as for beneficiaries generally. 

Student income bank Youth Allowance recipients who were full-time students had 
access to an income bank in which they could accumulate unused portions of their 
free area up to a maximum of $6000. By using any balance to offset future income, 
the impact of the income test was reduced. [The income bank was established in 
recognition of the fact that students' earnings tended to be concentrated in 
vacation periods.] Starting with a nil balance, a student could build up the balance 
through receiving a credit each fortnight of the amount by which his/her income 
was less than the $230 free area. Any income in excess of the free area in the 
fortnight reduced the balance, but it could not fall below zero. A person had access 
to the income bank arrangements in any fortnight in which he/she met the full-
time study criteria, even if only for a day or less. 
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Social Security Legislation Amendment (Youth Allowance) Act 1998, No. 18 Date 
of Royal Assent: 17 April 1998 Social Security Legislation Amendment (Youth 
Allowance Consequential and Related Measures) Act 1998, No. 45 Date of Royal 
Assent: 17 June 1998 

1998 SEASONAL WORK PRECLUSION PERIOD 

A seasonal work preclusion period was introduced and applied to all benefits 
except Sickness Allowance. Under the new provision, a person could be precluded 
from accessing these benefits for a specified period following the cessation of 
his/her employment, where he/she, his/her partner, or both of them, had been 
engaged in relatively highly paid seasonal, intermittent or contract work during the 
six months preceding his/her claim. In general terms, a preclusion period applied 
if a person or couple's earnings from seasonal work in a period exceeded that 
which they would have received if they had earned the equivalent of average 
weekly earnings in the official statistical series over the same period. 

1999 INTRODUCTION OF SPECIAL EMPLOYMENT ADVANCE 

A special employment advance was introduced. It involved an extension of the 
advance payment arrangements, and assisted certain pension or benefit claimants 
who needed the money because they had casual earnings which they had not yet 
received, or had start-up costs in relation to a job offer, and were ineligible for a 
pension or benefit under those arrangements. The advance (from $50 to $500) 
was available to persons qualified for a pension (except Age Pension, 
Rehabilitation Allowance and Bereavement Allowance), Widow Allowance, 
Newstart Allowance, Youth Allowance or Austudy Payment. 

These were the same payments to which the general advance payment provisions 
applied except that Age Pension was not included. The provision of a special 
employment advance took account of the fact that a person's pension or benefit 
was reduced under the income test for earned income, even where the income 
had not been received, and that this could place him/her in financial hardship. It 
also had regard to the fact that some people could not accept an employment offer 
because they had insufficient resources, for example, to purchase tools or 
protective clothing required in the employment. 

2002 AUSTRALIANS WORKING TOGETHER PACKAGE 

The Working Credit will encourage workforce-age people on income support to 
take up full-time, substantial part-time or irregular casual work by allowing them 
to keep more of their income support payment while working. 
The measure will improve the way the income tests are applied to earnings from 
work. The Working Credit will make irregular part-time or casual work more 
attractive. When a person gets some work, their earnings will be offset against the 
Working Credit they have built up. This means less income will be counted under 
the income test, and the person will keep more of the payment than under the 
current rules. 

People who have no income in a fortnight will automatically build up their Working 
Credit by $48 in that fortnight. If they earn $24 in a fortnight, their Working Credit 
balance will increase by $24. 

For each fortnight their income is less than $48, people will continue to build up 
their credit to a maximum of $1,000. 
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When they subsequently report income to Centrelink, this will first be counted 
against their income test free area, then their Working Credit balance, and then 
against the income test withdrawal rates (40%, 50% or 70% depending on their 
payment and level of earnings). 

Rules will be changed to reduce disincentives to take short-term full-time work by 
making it easier for people to get back onto their income support payment if they 
lose their job within 12 weeks. 

Fortnightly earnings less than the accrued credits of the income support recipient 
are not taken into account in determining benefit entitlement. Credits are accrued 
when fortnightly non-welfare income is less than $48 and are depleted by earnings 
when non welfare income exceeds the 'free area' applicable to the payment type 
of the recipient. A maximum of 48 credits are accrued each fortnight, while the 
maximum working credit balance is 1000 

2006 WELFARE TO WORK INCOME TEST CHANGES 

From 1 July 2006 the allowance income test 70% taper was reduced to 60% to 
"improve the rewards from part-time work and allow people to keep more of the 
extra money they earn while on payment" (Welfare to Work Budget publication 
page 7). • 

Welfare to Work eligibility changes for single parents and DSP — creation of NSA 
Principal Carer and NSA Partial Capacity to Work. From 1 July 2006 the application 
of parttime participation obligations for principal carer parents in receipt of 
Parenting Payment and Newstart Allowance (from 7 for existing recipients) 
explicitly recognised the value of part-time work "obligation that recognises their 
capacity to work part-time". 

A similar argument was made for the creation of Newstart Allowance Partial 
Capacity to Work with recipients described as "having an obligation and payment 
that reflects their capacity to work" 

2012 LIBERALISATION OF INCOME TEST AND INCOME BANK FOR STUDENTS 

The personal income test free area for Youth Allowance and Austudy Payment was 
increased from $236 to $400 per fortnight from July. The threshold was indexed 
to the CPI annually from January 2013. The maximum balance in the student 
income bank was increased from $6,000 to $10,000 from July and indexed to the 
CPI from January 2013. 

Social Security Amendment (Student Income Support Reforms) Act 201 

2013 REMOVAL OF GRANDFATHERING OF PARENTING PAYMENT SINGLE RECIPIENTS 

The removal of PPS grandfathering from January 2013 (following 1 July 2006 
Welfare to Work changes above) and the extension of the 40% taper is further 
recognition of the value of part-time work. "Ensure single parent families are 
rewarded and supported to re-engage in work by reforming the income test for 
single parents who are principal carers of their children on Newstart Allowance, 
changing the taper from 50 or 60 cents in the dollar to 40c" 

Sources: Bancroft, H., J. Newton, P. Roberts and A. Herscovitch (1983), 'Developments in social security: A 
compendium of legislative changes since 1908', Department of Social Security Research Paper No. 20, Research 
and Statistics Branch, Development Division, June 1983, Canberra. 
htt ps://we ba rch ive. n l a.goy.a u/awa/20201114162655/https://www.d ss.goy. a u/about-the-
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department/publications-articles/research-publications/occasional-paper-series/number-12-a-compendium-
of-legislative-changes-i n-socia I-secu rity-1908-1982 

Dapre, R. A compendium of legislative changes in social security 1983-2000 Part 1 1 1983-1993 OCCASIONAL 
PAPER NO. 13 A compendium of legislative changes in social security 1983-2000 Part 2 1 1994-2000 
https://weba rchive. n la.gov.a u/awa/20201114162632/https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-
department/publications-articles/research-publications/occasional-paper-series/number-13-a-compendium-
of-legislative-changes-i n-socia l-secu ritV-1983-2000 

Australians Working Together Package, 
https://weba rchive. n la.gov.a u/awa/20220818044243/https://www.dss.gov.au/about-the-
department/publications-articles/corporate-publications/budget-and-additional-estimates-statements/2001-
02-budget-and-additional-estimates/budget-2001-02-whats-new-whats-different/australians-working-
together-helpi ng-people-to-m ove-forward 
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Appendix 4: Variables provided by DSS to the Royal Commission on Robodebt 

1.1. Total recipients at beginning of year 

1.2. Total recipients by Duration on Income Support Payments 

Less than 7 fortnights 

Less than 13 fortnights 

Less than 19 fortnights 

Less than 26 fortnights 

26 fortnights or longer in the year 

2. Total recipients at end of year 

5. Total recipients during the year (stock plus inflow) 

8.1. Total recipients with earnings in any fortnight 

8.2. Total recipients with earnings in any fortnight, by Duration on Income Support Payments 

Less than 7 fortnights 

Less than 13 fortnights 

Less than 19 fortnights 

Less than 26 fortnights 

26 fortnights or longer in the year 

9. Total recipients with more than one employer in year 

10. Total recipients with more than three employers in year 

11.1. Total recipients with earnings that were the same each fortnight in year (including zero earnings) 

11.2. Total recipients with earnings that were the same each fortnight in year (excluding zero earnings) 

11.3. Total recipients by number of fortnights earnings varied by up to 20% of the annual average and 
Duration on Income Support Payments 

Duration on Income Support Payments less than 7 fortnights (less than 3 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 7 to 12 fortnights (3 to 6 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 
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Duration on Income Support Payments of 13 to 19 fortnights (6 to 9 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 20 to 26 fortnights (9 to 12 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

12. Total recipients by number of fortnights earnings varied by more than 20% of the annual average 
and Duration on Income Support Payments 

Duration on Income Support Payments less than 7 fortnights (less than 3 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 7 to 12 fortnights (3 to 6 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 13 to 19 fortnights (6 to 9 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 20 to 26 fortnights (9 to 12 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 
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4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

13. Total recipients by number of fortnights earnings varied by more than 30% of the annual average 
and Duration on Income Support Payments 

Duration on Income Support Payments less than 7 fortnights (less than 3 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 7 to 12 fortnights (3 to 6 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 13 to 19 fortnights (6 to 9 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 20 to 26 fortnights (9 to 12 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

14. Total recipients by number of fortnights earnings varied by more than 40% of the annual average 
and Duration on Income Support Payments 

Duration on Income Support Payments less than 7 fortnights (less than 3 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 
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9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 7 to 12 fortnights (3 to 6 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 13 to 19 fortnights (6 to 9 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 20 to 26 fortnights (9 to 12 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

15. Total recipients by number of fortnights earnings varied by more than $20 from the annual average 
and Duration on Income Support Payments 

Duration on Income Support Payments less than 7 fortnights (less than 3 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 7 to 12 fortnights (3 to 6 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 13 to 19 fortnights (6 to 9 months) 
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0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 20 to 26 fortnights (9 to 12 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

16. Total recipients by number of fortnights earnings varied by more than $50 from the annual average 
and Duration on Income Support Payments 

Duration on Income Support Payments less than 7 fortnights (less than 3 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 7 to 12 fortnights (3 to 6 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 13 to 19 fortnights (6 to 9 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 20 to 26 fortnights (9 to 12 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 
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9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

17. Total recipients by number of fortnights earnings varied by more than $100 from the annual 
average and Duration on Income Support Payments 

Duration on Income Support Payments less than 7 fortnights (less than 3 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 7 to 12 fortnights (3 to 6 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 13 to 19 fortnights (6 to 9 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

Duration on Income Support Payments of 20 to 26 fortnights (9 to 12 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

18. Total recipients by number of fortnights earnings varied by more than $200 from the annual 
average and Duration on Income Support Payments 

With total duration of payments of less than 7 fortnights (less than 3 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 
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13 or more fortnights per year 

With total duration of payments of 7 to 12 fortnights (3 to 6 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

With total duration of payments of 13 to 19 fortnights (6 to 9 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

With total duration of payments of 20 to 26 fortnights (9 to 12 months) 

0 fortnights per year 

1 to 3 fortnights per year 

4 to 8 fortnights per year 

9 to 12 fortnights per year 

13 or more fortnights per year 

19. Total recipients by Coefficient of variation of earnings 

Less than 5% 

5-10% 

11-20% 

20% or greater 
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Appendix 5: Department of Social Services: Explanatory Notes and Glossary 

Allowable break rule 

Entries, exits, and duration of payments calculations utilise allowable breaks between payments. 
This combines distinct payment episodes if the interval between them is less than 43 days (3 
fortnights or 6 weeks). 

This is consistent with the operational and legislative definition of long-term social security recipient, 
which typically discounts breaks in payment of less than 6 weeks. 

Coefficient of variation 

The coefficient of variation (CV) is a statistical metric calculated using the following: 
CV=a=i 

where o is the standard deviation of the reported fortnightly earnings and  is the mean of the 
annual earnings. 

The mean and standard deviation for this statistic are calculated using fortnights on an Income 
Support payment, and set to 0 when there are zero average earnings in a fortnight (to prevent 
division by zero). 

Confidentiality 

These results have not been confidentialised. 

DOMINO 

Data Over Multiple Individual Occurrences. DOMINO provides a detailed longitudinal view of 
individuals' interactions with the social security system. It contains episodic information at a unit 
record level and as such can be utilised to view earnings patterns over time for each individual 
income support recipient. September 2022 DOMINO is used. This data was extracted on 4 October 
2022. This dataset contains historical information as known at 30 September 2022, including 
information that has been updated or amended since first entry. 

Duration of payment (per payment) 

The total duration of the latest payment episode. This is recorded for each payment episode 
independently and does not take into account moves from one payment to another. 

Available only for recipients of the following payments: 
• Austudy 
• Newstart Allowance 
• Parenting Payment Partnered 
• Parenting Payment Single 
• Youth Allowance (Other) 
• Youth Allowance (Apprentice or Student) 

The Allowable break rule is applied when determining the duration of a specific payment. Payment 
durations can extend into other financial years, including past and future years. 

Youth Allowance was disaggregated into Apprentice and Student (which are most closely aligned to 
Austudy) and Other (which is most closely aligned with Newstart Allowance. 

Duration on Income Support Payments (during the financial year) 

Total (cumulative) duration on any Income Support Payment during the financial year calculated by 
summing whole fortnights. This includes movements onto other Income Support Payments. 
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Duration on payment during the financial year does not include information from other financial 
years. As such, caution should be taken when interpreting results. 

Number of fortnights are designed to be approximately equivalent/represent to duration categories 
of less than 3 months, less than 6 months, less than 9 months, less than 12 months, 12 months and 
more 

Earnings 

Employment earnings as declared by Income Support Payment recipients, excluding business and 
other income sources. 

Individuals may report earnings on either a variable or a continuous basis. For this analysis, earnings 
from both streams were combined to represent total earnings. 
• Variable earnings: Variable earnings reported on a fortnightly basis by the recipient. 
• Continuous earnings: Stable earnings reported by the recipient on an infrequent basis (e.g., a 
stable salary reported once per year). 

The majority of Income Support Recipients are required to report earnings. However, zero earnings 
are typically collected separately from positive earnings and are recorded as null or missing in 
DOMINO. For the purposes of this analysis, zero earnings are valid and may represent a legitimate 
variation from the average (for example, fortnights where recipients do not work at all). As such, the 
following methodology was implemented to treat null or missing values: 
• If the recipient was on an Income Support Payment, it is assumed that a missing value reflects a 
real earnings of $0. 
• If the recipient was not on an Income Support Payment, it is assumed that a missing value reflects 
a genuinely unknown earnings amount and was excluded from al l metrics. 

Earnings (fortnightly) 

A total earnings value is calculated for all fortnights during which a recipient is receiving an Income 
Support Payment. 

A total earnings value was calculated for each fortnight as the sum of: 
• The total of variable earnings reported during the fortnight. 
• The daily rate of any continuous earnings during the fortnight, multiplied by 14. 

Where a recipient has earnings from more than one employer in the fortnight, all earnings are 
summed together. 

Earnings (annual) 

The amount of earnings calculated is equal to the sum of all 26 fortnights in the year during which 
the recipient was on an Income Support Payment. 

Earnings (average) 

Mean earnings calculated for each recipient in the Stock Population for al l fortnights of the financial 
year during which they were in receipt of an Income Support Payment. Fortnights where the 
recipient was on an Income Support Payment but not in receipt of earnings are included in 
calculations. Fortnights where the recipient was not on an Income Support payment are excluded. 

Entry during the year 

Total number of entry events during the year for the Inflow population. Individuals may have 
multiple entries if they have entered and left payment multiple times. 
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The Allowable break rule is applied for entries. As such, entries must follow a period of at least 43 
days not on the same payment. Recipients may have previously been on the same payment if the 
episode ended more than 42 days prior. An entry is still recorded if a recipient left another payment 
within 42 days of commencing. 

Earnings variation 

Earnings for each fortnight relative to the annual average earnings. This excludes fortnights where 
the recipient was not in receipt of an Income Support Payment but includes fortnights with zero 
earnings. 

This is expressed using two metrics, as follows: 
• Absolute difference: Total difference (either positive or negative) relative to the average. 
• Relative difference: Percentage difference (either positive or negative) relative to the average. 

Exit during the year 

Total number of exit events during the year. Individuals may have multiple exits if they have entered 
and left payment multiple times. 

The Allowable break rule is applied. As such, exits must be followed by a period of at least 43 days 
not on the same payment. An exit is still recorded if a recipient enters onto a different payment 
within 42 days and does not return to their original payment. Future years are considered in 
determining the duration of any break. 

Income Support Payment recipient 

For each fortnight, an individual is considered to be on an Income Support Payment if they are in 
receipt of one of the following payments: 
• 1obSeeker Payment 
• Abstudy 
• Age Pension 
• Austudy 
• Bereavement Allowance 
• Carer Payment 
• Disability Support Pension 
• Mature Age Allowance 
• Newstart Mature Age Allowance 
• Newstart Allowance 
• Parenting Payment Partnered 
• Parenting Payment Single 
• Partner Allowance 
• Sickness Allowance 
• Special Benefit 
• Widow Allowance 
• Wife Pension 
• Widow B Pension 
• Youth Allowance (Apprentice) 
• Youth Allowance (Student) 
• Youth Allowance (Other) 

Income Support Payment recipients in receipt of Zero Rate payments are included. Income Support 
Payment recipients suspended on payment are excluded. See Recipients with zero rate and 
Suspended recipients for further detail. 

Inflow population 
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All recipients who commenced one of the following payments on or after July 1 each financial year: 

• Austudy 
• Newstart Allowance 
• Parenting Payment Partnered 
• Parenting Payment Single 
• Youth Allowance (Other) 
• Youth Allowance (Apprentice or Student) 

Recipients in the inflow population can previously have been off payment, on another Income 
Support Payment, or on another one of the payments in the above list. As such, the inflow 
population for a specific payment may include recipients included in the stock population under 
another payment if they transition during the year. For further detail, see Entry during the year. 

Number of employers 

The number of employers from which the recipient received earnings (either continuous or variable) 
during the financial year. 

Counts of employers include employers that are consecutive during the year (i.e. recipients who 
change jobs) or concurrent (i.e. recipients who have multiple jobs at once). 

The number of employers variable is not validated and should be used with caution. 

Panel Construction (fortnights) 

For each financial year from 2010-11 to 2018-19, a panel of twenty-six (26) fortnights is constructed, 
starting on July 1st. The first day of Fortnight 1 is July 1st and the last day of that fortnight is July 
14th. 

This covers 364 days of each financial year, meaning that at least one day (June 30th) and on leap 
years two days (June 29th and June 30th) are excluded from fortnightly analysis. No adjustments 
were made for public holidays or other events during the year. 

Recipients are considered to be on payment for the panel if they are on an Income Support Payment 
on the first day of the fortnight. 

Recipients with zero rate 

Recipients who are zero rate are those who are current on payment but receive a nil rate as their 
income is too high in that payment period. 

Suspended recipients 

Suspended recipients include those who may have their payment suspended for not meeting mutual 
obligation requirements or for other reasons such as not reporting income when required to do so. 
The number of suspended recipients will reduce during events that result in pauses in mutual 
obligation requirements or compliance consequences, such as during public holidays or natural 
disasters. 

Stock population 

All recipients who were on one of the following payments on July 1: 

• Austudy 
• Newstart Allowance 
• Parenting Payment Partnered 
• Parenting Payment Single 
• Youth Allowance (Other) 
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• Youth Allowance (Apprentice or Student) 

The Stock population will reduce in size over the financial year as recipients leave payment. 
Recipients coming onto payment after July 1 are excluded from the stock population. Recipients 
remain in their original payment cohort for the duration of the financial year. Recipients who move 
to another payment in the above list during the financial year are included only within the original 
cohort. The Stock population is recalculated at the start of each financial year. 

Total recipients 

All persons in the Stock population. 

Total recipients during the year (stock plus flows) 

Unique count of all persons in the Stock population plus all recipients in the Inflow population. 

Total recipients (stock plus flow) on payment at end of the year 

Total number of recipients on payment at June 30 of each financial year. This includes al l those 
included in the Stock population and on payment on 30 June, as well as all those in the Inflow 
population and on payment on 30 June. All metrics referring to 'end of the year' count recipients on 
this day. This differs from the fortnightly panels, which typically exclude this day. 
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CURRICULUM VITAE 
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Date and Place of 1 April 1953 
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Brisbane, Australia; Australian nationality 

Position and Work Professor, Crawford School of Public Policy 
Address 

College of Asia and the Pacific 
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Telephone: 61 (0)2 6125 4295 

Fax: 61 (0) 2 6125 5448 
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Doctor of Philosophy (Social Policy), University of York, United Kingdom, 1994, D. 
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Career History 
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July 2017 
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December 2013 to 
February 2014 Visiting Fellow, UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, Florence, Italy. 
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Professor, Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales 

2004 to 2008 Principal Administrator (Welfare Reform), Social Policy Division, Directorate of 
Employment, Labour and Social Affairs, OECD 

January 2003 to Principal Administrator (Social Policies), Employment Analysis and Policy Division, 
January 2004 Directorate of Employment, Labour and Social Affairs, OECD 
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May 2000 to January Principal Administrator (Social Policies), Non-Member Economies and International 
2003 Migration Division, Directorate of Education, Employment, Labour and Social 

Affairs, OECD 

March 1996 to May Director (various research sections), Strategic Policy and Analysis Branch, 
2000 Department of Family and Community Services, Canberra (formerly Department of 

Social Security) 

1995 —1996 Consultant, Office of the Minister for Social Security, Parliament House, Canberra 

1995 Senior Research Fellow, Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South 
Wales 

1991-1994 Senior Research Fellow, Social Policy Research Unit, University of York, United 
Kingdom 

1986-1990 Senior Research Fellow, Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South 
Wales, Sydney (Acting Deputy Director from August 1989 to July 1990) 

1984-85 Director, Taxation and Distributional Analysis Section, Development Division, 
Department of Social Security, Canberra 

1983-1984 Assistant Director, Policy Review Branch, Development Division, Department of 
Social Security, Canberra 

1975-1983 Various positions, including Senior Project Officer, Long Term Research Section, 
Research and Statistics Branch, Clerk, Social Welfare Division, and Assistant 
Research Officer, Department of Social Security. 

Consultancies and Commissioned Research 

2022 - 2025 Chief Investigator (with Bruce Bradbury, UNSW) Australian Research Council, 
Discovery Project, Inequality, Prosperity and the Australian Welfare State 

Member, Advisory Group, Navigating Automated Monthly Assessment in Universal 
Credit, University of Bath 

2022 
Extending Social Protection in Asia, OECD, Paris. 

Project on the Future of Social Protection, OECD, Paris. 
2018 
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2017 Department of Social Services, Canberra. 
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2016 - 2017 Project on social security preclusion periods, National Welfare Rights Network 
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2009 

2008 

2007 Organised an international seminar on "Life Risks, the Life Course and Social Policy" 
in Paris, with publication of proceedings in December 2007. Funded by the 
Government of the Netherlands. 

2003 Organised workshop on income inequality in China, held in Paris in October 2003, 
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Gender Impact", with Sandra Hutton and Steven Kennedy. 

1994 UK Department of Social Security, "International Comparisons of the Living 
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1991 Bureau of Immigration Research, "Immigrants and the Social Security System" 
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Other; Executive Education courses; Treasury Tax/Transfer Policy 
Foundations Workshop (with Professor Miranda Stewart), 2015-2016. 

PhD Supervision at ANU: 

Emily Millane: The Development of Superannuation in Australia 
(Awarded 2020) 

Daniel Nethery: French Social Security: from an Age of Empire to an Age 
of Migration 

Timothy Crotty: Higher Education Regimes: Mobility versus 
Stratification: Universities and opportunities in a time of growing 
inequalities (Awarded 2022) 

Zahid Mumtaz: Poverty and informal social protection: evidence from 
madrassas in Pakistan (Awarded 2022) 

Tess Evenstar: Maternal Employability, Conditionality and the role of 
Family Services in the Australian Social Security System 

PhD supervision at UNSW: 

Peter Davidson: Why some countries are less unemployed than others: 
Active Social Policy in Australia, the United Kingdom and Denmark 
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(Awarded 2016) 
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