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The recently inaugurated National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) in Australia is 
still quite minimally defined in terms of its operational details, and those involved in its 
creation have a myriad of complexities to work through in coming years. So, while the 
term “NDIS” is now widespread in Australia, its true long-term nature and 
configuration remains a work in progress. This paper will address only one of the many 
challenges facing the NDIS as it evolves. This is the link between capacities and 
eventual outcomes. The capacity-building question underpins not only the capacities 
of people with disability and families as users of the emerging NDIS system, it also 
underpins the capacity challenges of the NDIS itself as well as the likely capacity 
challenges that community service providers will face.  !
The NDIS is quite rightly praised for its emphasis on the overall goal of people having 
control over their own lives and services. Whether this hope will be realised in 
practice is quite another matter, as there are many ways in which such personal 
authority can be weakened and constrained even inadvertently. The kinds of self-
direction that will be possible under the NDIS are not at all clear at this point, nor is it 
true that most Australians as yet have any clarity about what the term “self-direction” 
means for them as a practical matter.  !
Equally, there are some examples of individuals and organisations who are relatively 
sophisticated on the issues due to their lengthy experience with such schemes at the 
State and local level. It must be remembered that self-direction itself has preceded the 
NDIS by many decades, though undoubtedly the arrival of the NDIS has given it a 
heightened national profile in Australia. Nonetheless, it is important for the NDIS to 
recognise and take advantage of the people and organisations who are already 
experienced with the concepts both in Australia and abroad. In the mass hiring of the 
many workers for the NDIS itself, it can already be assumed that most will have only 
cursory experience with the details of working in this way and so cannot be expected 
to perform optimally until such time as they are properly supported in all aspects of 
supporting both choice and control and quality as it relates to personalisation of 
lifestyle and supports. !
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Self-direction typically brings with it many demands, responsibilities and challenges 
that may, on occasion, exceed for a time the capacities of many people to manage 
optimally. At the same time, if people are sufficiently supported with self-direction, 
these concerns can ease considerably, particularly when people with disability and 
their families are properly credited with all manner of strengths. Obviously, the fact 
that such persons may need time and support to adjust successfully to a new scheme is 
not a sign of inadequacy, but rather a normal developmental challenge when one has 
become habituated to one system and now has to use another. Much as was witnessed 
in deinstitutionalisation, it is quite possible to “dump” people unprepared into 
unfamiliar circumstances just as it is possible to conscientiously support such a 
transition. !
As well, thoughtful targeted supports can generate enhanced and beneficial outcomes 
thereby yielding better “value for money”. These supports to strengthen people’s 
capacities may be equally needed by NDIS end-users, NDIS personnel and service 
providers alike, as they all will be facing performance challenges that are intrinsically 
challenging and may have many new elements to them. In reality, most of these issues 
have already been raised and documented through research and other documentation 
on previous schemes that have employed individual funding and self-direction in both 
Australia and abroad. Whether the issues and lessons cited in such sources will 
properly factor into the thinking of the designers and operators of the NDIS will soon 
be evident. Even if key insights are missed initially, one can hope that suitable 
corrections will follow once such shortcomings become apparent. !
If one begins with people with disability and their families, just having the theoretical 
potential to direct one’s own life in no way guarantees that the persons concerned 
would have the capacity in every instance to optimise this potentiality. To assume that 
individuals are not limited on occasion by both personal and situational constraints in 
regards to their exercise of choice and control would be fanciful. For instance, having 
a measure of individual funding under one’s nominal control does not greatly help that 
person if the options or the types of people they may most need do not exist in their 
locality and thus cannot be readily purchased. It is already clear that there are many 
gaps in communities as to specialised resources, particularly if what the person needs 
is innovative, non-traditional and challenging to create. Similarly, it is not unusual to 
find that many people may lack an appreciation for options that they have not yet 
encountered in life and thus may be hampered in pursuing or creating them. One 
cannot assume that people are always aware of beneficial options and thinking unless 
there have been ample investments in familiarising people with what is possible and 
how to achieve it in practice.  !
Similarly, even very visionary individuals will find it difficult to progress their ideas if 
there are hindrances to be overcome and little support with the challenges involved. 
Yet there are already many individuals and families who have developed and 
demonstrated their capacities to excel extensively over many years prior to the NDIS, 
whose experience, skills and advice may be wasted because there might be no strategy 
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to link such mentors, leaders and resource people to people who would find their 
support useful.  !
The same constraints and limitations that would have an impact on people with 
disability and families would also apply to staff in possible NDIS roles such as 
planners, advisors, assessors, local area coordinators, etc. In many ways, their 
situational power will likely exceed that of people with disability and their families, as 
people in such roles are fundamentally agents of the NDIS system and must take care 
of its multiple needs. The rhetoric of the NDIS system being “user driven” is not false at 
all, but it is incomplete in not recognising both the inherent capacity limitations of 
people in such roles and the likely impact of their role conflicts of being a supposed 
agent of the persons served and yet a functionary relative to a wide array of the needs 
of the NDIS system itself. This is, of course, a starting point for such persons and the 
question of selecting the optimal people for these roles, strengthening and supporting 
their capacities and reconciling bureaucratic demands with the personal needs of 
people with disability obviously is a qualitative challenge that will never go away. !
The intrinsic limitations that many people typically struggle with in regards to self-
directed personal support arrangements are already well known from experience with 
individual funding systems over the past four decades in many countries including 
Australia. The actual benefits derived in practice from such self-directed individualised 
schemes are often more limited than many might assume. For instance, a good deal of 
individual funding does not get used in ways that are innovative or result in fresh and 
imaginative options for people. Rather, it is common that many individuals simply use 
individual funding to purchase already existing vacancies in existing services, many of 
which are group based and are not particularly individualised. The reasons for this are 
instructive and typically revolve around the fact that these readily available, but 
conventional options, are much easier to access or create in comparison with the 
many challenges involved in pioneering ground-breaking options. The latter typically 
requires a great deal more talent, energy, support and stamina than many people may 
have available to them at a given moment in time and this will have predictable 
consequences. !
Even so, with proper support over time, many people can eventually become quite 
adept despite starting out unsure and overwhelmed by many things. In other words, 
self-direction of one’s own supports may contain within it a variety of developmental 
challenges that could be mastered, but may not be if the person is not supported well 
enough with the many specific administrative, bureaucratic, financial, programmatic, 
personnel issues that may arise. These types of challenges can raise a variety of 
emotional, functional, ethical and values complexities and pressures. It should not 
surprise that many individuals may be quite hesitant, insecure and unconvinced about 
whether they could or should pursue unfamiliar but possibly more beneficial options. 
In such instances, many people may simply elect not to tackle the process of creating 
such options even though these options may appeal greatly to them. In a personal cost 
benefit balancing of the various pros and cons of engaging with self-direction, many 
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may simply stay with what is easily at hand as being the most comfortable or 
convenient option.  !
On the other hand, some individuals might opt for more uncertain and seemingly 
demanding options because such persons may already be better equipped at the time 
in terms of their personal and situational capacities, thereby making such a decision on 
their part a quite different calculation than it would be for others. To assume a 
universal equity of personal and situational capacities and supports across all 
conceivable users of an individual funding scheme would be to deny that context and 
personal differences exist and that these variables can matter greatly. The more prudent 
assumption would be to recognise that personal and situational capacities can have a 
sizeable impact on both individual performance and outcomes. Ideally, the NDIS 
should not unintentionally favour one sub-group of people more than another, but this 
may be inevitable if those with the greatest capacities and supports gain more from the 
NDIS than those who have not had time to develop or enlist similar capacities. !
The formal access to choice and control in decision-making about one’s own 
individualised arrangements under the NDIS would, in any legal sense, be equally 
available to all users of the scheme. Nonetheless, the many key capacities of given 
persons to extract optimal benefit from the NDIS are exogenous to the formal NDIS 
scheme itself. This is unavoidable as a design feature, as no government can ensure an 
absolutely level playing field. Even so, it is possible and with ample precedent to make 
suitable adjustments to a given government program so that a measure of reasonable 
equity is present for all participants to benefit from the scheme in terms of probable net 
outcomes and strengthened personal performance. Apart from the fairness this implies, 
there is also the added advantage of a greater maximisation of benefits to the end users 
in an overall across-the-board sense. So, the question becomes whether this is 
practical rather than simply desirable. !
Capacities can be deliberately strengthened and changed in the direction of making a 
given programme work better. In other words, individual capacities are always on a 
continuum and the outcomes they generate can be highly influenced by the type of 
supports that are available to a given person. Much as we can see that providing 
commercial pilots with better training, technology and supports will overall lead to 
better public safety outcomes and individual pilot performance, we can also anticipate 
that the same could apply to the NDIS. Rather than to rely solely on the presence of 
nominal or “pro forma” choice and control as a “given” of the NDIS, it would instead 
be a matter of programmatic good sense to add an array of targeted supports to the 
NDIS that would enable those using the scheme to have the opportunity of being able 
to benefit more fully from the choice and control features of the NDIS. !
The types of supports offered would obviously have to be impactful in practice in 
strengthening the quality of what individuals might be able to achieve. The key 
capacities to be influenced would most certainly include the following capacities to: !

“imagine better” 
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learn and be mentored by others who are further along 
manage operational duties and demands effectively 
The capacity to implement demanding, challenging and creative options and to 
manage the overall “workload” well 
negotiate successfully with multiple parties 
assert and pursue one’s own interests effectively 
maintain momentum and renewal over time 
blend other resources (e.g. natural supports, private assets, generic services 
etc.), with NDIS resources in an effective way 
undertake effective troubleshooting with implementation !

In terms of the programmatic realism of capacity enhancement, it is notable in the 
Australian context that the well-regarded Western Australian Disability Services 
Commission approach of providing end users of individual funding with the support of 
a local area coordinator touches on all of these areas of capacity strengthening in both 
direct and indirect ways, but many of the LAC role features are not currently being 
carried over to the NDIS. This is particularly true in terms of blending community 
resources and natural supports with financial support. The practice in many overseas 
jurisdictions, (as well as in Australia), of using “fiscal intermediaries” to strengthen 
financial management, documentation, reporting and tax and payroll issues has been 
hugely helpful. Matters such as a gradual evolving of capacity of NDIS users to 
imagine and actualise “better” exposure to good examples and mentors and 
negotiating new approaches to staffing, resource use and defining and asserting one’s 
own voice and priorities are all qualitatively significant in terms of net outcomes for 
people.  !
Even allowing for a longer exploratory period so that NDIS users could better “find 
their feet” before prematurely locking in an assessment that will quickly be proven to 
be outdated would be helpful because it would enable the learning time needed for 
eventually using the NDIS effectively. The present practice of the NDIS of providing 
funds to prepare people for the arrival of the NDIS as well as evaluate what has been 
learned in the various launch sites could simply be extended to address these capacity 
issues as an ongoing rather than a one-off feature of the NDIS. Obviously, this would 
apply to the supports needed by the NDIS itself as well as community service 
providers. !
Such capacity-building supports could be directed at individuals as they struggle to 
optimise their use of their allocated NDIS benefits and collectively if these were 
targeted at emerging patterns in terms of challenges that prove to be managed poorly 
or optimally as may be the case with many participants. The emphasis would 
necessarily be on strengthening the actual performance of the NDIS in people’s lives as 
measured in the net benefit to participants. !
These types of capacity strengthening resources and supports would have greatest 
impact if they were largely governed and managed in conjunction with key 
community interests external to the NDIS that reflect the voices and lived experience 
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of NDIS participants. This could include peer support, service user controlled 
cooperatives, independent resource centres and networks, access to independent 
advocacy, supplemental support for targeted innovation pioneering, leadership 
education on breakthroughs in practice, etc. It would also be useful to create an 
evidence-based framework for evaluating whether the proposed catalysts and supports 
were effective in practice and why this might have been so.  !
The purpose here is not to outline what an effective set of supports that NDIS 
participants could access would look like if they were well designed. Rather, it is to 
raise the question of whether these will be needed in order for the NDIS to live up to 
expectations, particularly on a long-term basis. “Choice and control” are laudable 
aims, but they must have reality in operational terms and clearly this will not be the 
case if NDIS participants find the whole process of self-direction to be unsatisfactory 
and unmanageable. Similarly, if the internal agents of the NDIS working closely with 
service users are not in a proper type of partnership with them, then they will 
inevitably be in conflict and will work at cross purposes despite their best intentions. 
Consequently, this fundamental core partnership between NDIS and its end-users will 
need to be thought through very carefully and the supports they will require to be 
successful in their respective roles should not be underestimated. !
The concept of the self-conscious detection, evolving and redesign of “people 
unfriendly” features of the system will be taken up in a subsequent paper, but it is 
useful that the NDIS is already using the “launch site” strategy to test out ways of 
operating. This is  presumably so that thinking and practices can be evaluated and 
updated based on real world results. It would be even better if it was made more clear 
that the NDIS will not cease these self-critical and evolutional exercises once this 
launch phase ends. It would be even better, in the interests of further strengthening of 
the partnership between the NDIS, its end-users and the community that some kind of 
permanent, independent and ongoing review and evolution of the NDIS be seen as a 
very cost beneficial national investment in yet better outcomes and performance down 
the road. !

Second#Symposium#on#the#NDIS#!
Moving-from-what-we-know-to-where-we-need-to-be-!

Following! the! success! of! our! Jirst! symposium! on! the! NDIS! in! February! this! year,! GrifJith!
University!presents!a!follow!up!event!looking!at!how!we!can!move!from!where!we!are!now!to!
where!we!want!to!be!in!the!roll!out!of!the!National!Disability!Insurance!Scheme.!!

DATES:##10th#/#11th#June#2014##

VENUE:####South#Bank#Campus#
###############GrifLith#University#

#####Brisbane,#Qld#
For!further!information,!please!contact!Liz!Kerr!at:!!e.kerr@grifJith.edu.au!
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