
JCGRG Briefing on ISSG Community Sector Service Costing Project – 28 May 2021  

Background 

The ACT’s Community Services Industry Strategy Steering Group (ISSG) – a sub-group of the Joint 
Community Government Reference Group (JCGRG) – agreed in 2020 to procure research into the 
true cost of community service in the ACT. The goal of this project is to provide empirical evidence 
on the increasing costs and resource constraints faced by ACT community services.  

The University of New South Wales Social Policy Research Centre (UNSW SPRC) will deliver this 
research project in partnership with the ACT Council of Social Service (ACTCOSS), the ISSG, ACT 
Government Community Services Directorate (CSD) representatives and other relevant stakeholders.  

UNSW SPRC will do so by identifying, analysing and estimating costs which are currently accounted 
for in community service funding arrangements, and those which are not accounted for, or only 
partially accounted for. The findings will inform resource models which enable high quality service 
provision and which recognize the changing social, cultural, economic, and regulatory demands 
which shape the current community service operating environment.   

UNSW SPRC will recognize the high levels of diversity in characteristics and circumstances across 
community service systems, which shapes organisations’ costs and costing practices. Organisations 
operate on different scales. They also support very diverse populations with varied types of need 
and levels of complexity, and do so utilizing different service models and in different regulatory 
contexts.  

Costs may be shaped by the different funding mix in place: organisations may seek and attract a mix 
of ACT and Australian Government funding, combine income from market operations, philanthropy, 
and have input from volunteering. The specific resource mix, along with structure and governance 
arrangements may shape organisations’ cost structures and their ability to cross-subsidise their 
operations.  

Costs of community service organisations also reflect the industrial relations landscape. This includes 
the historical undervaluation of female dominated work, reflected inter-related challenges of low 
wages, insecure work, limited training and progression, high turnover and staff shortages. Attempts 
to remedy this, including through the Equal Remuneration Order, impact on costs.  

This project will run alongside existing work by the ACT Government and community sector to build 
sector capacity and sustainability.  

Project Components and Tentative Timeline 

UNSW SPRC will select at least 3 case study community services for detailed analysis. Case studies 
will be selected after discussion with ACTCOSS and other relevant stakeholders such as 
representatives of ISSG and CSD. Considerations in case study selection include main funders in the 
ACT, different models of service provision, size of organisations, and funding arrangements, 
including consortia.  

Community sector workers’ accounts of service delivery processes and how they are changing will 
also be captured via a proposed forum. This will illuminate resource allocation practices at the 
frontline, and the impacts of undercosting and undervaluation.     

Organisational leaders will provide input through an online survey to understand how they cost their 
services, their cost structures and areas of their operations which they perceive to face cost pressure 



and be prone to under-costing and underfunding. The survey will additionally examine elements of 
funding arrangements that are working well and elements which could be improved with options to 
make text-based comments in each section. The survey is voluntary, expected to take 15 minutes or 
less, and will be de-identified.  

Task Tentative Date(s) 
UNSW SPRC, ISSG, CSD, and 

ACTCOSS project kick-off and 
protocols for provision of data  

April-May 

Access to relevant ACT 
Government Data  

April-May 

Analysis of Drivers of Cost 
Changes and Funding Trends 

May-June 

Survey Development May-June 
Worker Forum June-July 
Survey Launch Week of 12 July  

Collect Survey Data Close survey on 8 August 
Analyse Survey Data August  

Draft Report September-October 
Final Report October-November 

 

Final Report Components 

Drawing on analysis from all stages of the study, the final report will provide an account of the costs 
of delivering community services in the ACT. It will assess whether funding is sufficient to deliver 
services that adequately respond to community need, and provide an evidence base to inform 
discussions about funding increases.  

In doing so, it will provide a typology or ‘menu’ of the types of costs associated with delivering high 
quality community services and discuss pressures and coverage, including:  

 Salaries structured at levels necessary to attract, retain and appropriately reward staff with 
necessary qualifications and experience 

 Provision of opportunities for professional development and supervision 
 Property, technology, and infrastructure (including technology for remote working) 
 Regulatory compliance 
 Advocacy 
 User involvement 
 Research and evaluation 

Funding arrangements, such as contract terms and indexation will also be considered, along with 
other things government can do to support sector sustainability. The report will contain policy 
recommendations and will be provided to the ISSG and made publicly available. 

Ultimately, the report will contribute to more thorough understandings of the true costs of service 
delivery. This will support community sector sustainability and ensure the ACT Government leads 
responsible supply chains, by ensuring contracts are specified in ways that enable services to address 
community need, are not based on unreasonably low estimations of costs – and instead, 
incentivising quality and impact.  


