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CEDA: Breakfast on the Run, Thursday 19 May 2016 

Enabling communities to achieve social outcomes: A framework for corporates, 

government and service providers 

Rob Koczkar, CEO, Social Ventures Australia 

I'd like to acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on which we are meeting, the 

Gadigal people of the Eora nation and pay my respects to their elders past and present and 

extend that respect to all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people here today.  

Despite a generation of economic growth, more than a million Australians live in entrenched 

disadvantage.  And even though there’s been significant funding growth in many areas, it’s 

not really shifting. 

Part of the challenge is that in the current environment, the relationship between the level 

of funding and social outcomes is strained at best.  

I’ll give you some examples. 

Over the past 15 years we’ve seen an increase in education funding of over 40% but our 

performance on key global indicators has not moved. And a 12 year old growing up in a 

disadvantaged area is falling further behind her peer in a wealthier suburb across town.  

We’re going the wrong way. 

Our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander brothers and sisters represent about 3% of the 

overall population. Governments spend double that on programs and services for First 

Australians – but we’ve failed to make notable progress towards closing the gap.  In some 

areas, the gap is steadily widening. 
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Funding does matter.  

It’s a reflection of where our priorities lie and the commitment we make to solving 

problems. But it’s clear that more funding doesn’t guarantee better outcomes. 

So, how can we ensure that the billions that we spend on challenging social issues actually 

drive measurable progress towards ending entrenched disadvantage?  

SVA has a lot of experience working at the intersection of government, business and social 

purpose organisations, each with their different challenges and expectations. We’ve 

become very familiar with the barriers to achieving better outcomes, and we’ve formed a 

view on what needs to change to turn things around. 

Today I’d like to share three elements of a framework to drive better outcomes for 

Australians in need. 

But first let me say that it is not just about doing things differently. It is also about working 

alongside communities in need, not doing things ‘to’ them.  

People who are experiencing trauma and loss also have strength and resilience, and we 

forget this at our peril.   

Empowering individuals and communities to achieve the change they want to see in their 

lives will be key to achieving meaningful and lasting progress. 

Which brings me to the three elements of SVA’s framework. 

They offer a foundation for the development of a broader social innovation agenda – which 

we’ve called on the government to prioritise as part of their Ideas Boom. 
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Firstly: We must ensure the outcomes we are working towards are defined with the 

communities who will be impacted. 

Secondly: we must measure our progress – and to do this we need better and more 

accessible data on social outcomes 

Thirdly: We must actively manage to outcomes, continually refining our approaches in light 

of what we learn and the changing conditions in which we work.  

It sounds simple, but each one requires a revolution in the way welfare operates in 

Australia. 

Let me take you through each of the three points briefly. 

Firstly, working with communities to define outcomes 

SVA recently started working with a First Australian community in the remote West 

Australian town of Fitzroy Crossing. 

In 2007, the Fitzroy Valley was in crisis.  

The abuse of alcohol was described by hospital staff as ‘chronic, chaotic and violent’ and in a 

community of just 1500, there were 55 funerals in that year, of which 13 were suicides. If 

that rate of suicide was applied to a population the size of Perth’s it would equate to 500 

suicides per month. 

At the annual Bush Meeting, community leaders June Oscar and Emily Carter led a 

discussion about alcohol.  
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They came to an agreement with the women in the room that it was time to take steps to 

tackle the problem, and they launched a campaign to restrict the sale of take-away alcohol 

in the Valley. 

It was the start of a series of campaigns and initiatives that have generated remarkable 

change in the region. Their experience has been called a ‘how-to manual for bottom up 

social change.’  

Just a year into the ban hospitals were reporting a 36% reduction in alcohol related 

emergency visits. 

One of the reasons the Fitzroy Valley community were able to make such tangible progress 

was that they’d defined the outcomes they were trying to achieve themselves. They wanted 

to reduce the destructive consumption of alcohol; they wanted a brighter future for their 

children and they didn’t want their culture to be lost. 

They were driven by a deep understanding of community strengths, values and 

vulnerabilities, and they could draw on deep and lasting relationships to build and mobilise 

a case for change.  

If we are to see similar change in other communities, those who’ll be most affected must be 

involved in defining the vision for change, and be part of the journey every step of the way.  

That’s easy to say but as funders, philanthropists, and policy setters, are we ready to give up 

some of the control to communities? Are we prepared to empower them to come up with 

solutions that work for them and back them in with funding? 

Initiatives like The Hive in Mt Druitt and Burnie Works in Tasmania are doing just that. 
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Burnie has one of the highest rates of youth unemployment in the country, and the lowest 

rates of people continuing school after year 10. Leaders from across the community 

recognised that change would require an intensive, coordinated, collaborative effort.  

Through Burnie Works they are building a new culture of working together – setting a 

common agenda, building trust through open and continuous communication, and agreeing 

what they want to measure to track their progress.  

And they’ve been able to harness the energy of the community to achieve some ‘quick 

wins’.  

One new program gives year five students a chance to pick the business they’d most like to 

work in and spend a day there.  

It’s a small step, but the evidence tells us that a child’s aspirations for their future 

employment is strongly linked with job outcomes.  

We don’t all become firemen or doctors just because we wanted to be one in primary 

school. But if you live in a home where no-one works then it’s very important to see 

someone who gets out of bed each day to go to work and gets paid to do something they 

love. 

This kind of program may not have been right for another community, but for Burnie it’s 

hitting the right buttons. 

Mount Druitt faces its own set of challenges. One third of children start school 

developmentally vulnerable, and only 1 in 5 complete high school.  
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The Hive brings together teachers, community members, service providers, government 

agencies and businesses to co-design activities to improve life opportunities for a younger 

generation – in a bid to help break the cycle of disadvantage. 

As an early step, 70 people from across these diverse groups were convened for a ‘swarm 

session’. Over two days, they began to define a shared purpose and definition of success 

and how they hoped to work together as a network. Baby steps. 

 

This type of collaboration is a long game. But it’s expected to yield much more tangible and 

sustainable outcomes through the collective approach than could be achieved if the 

programs had been specified from the ivory tower.  

This collaboration is also about creating a new shared language, the language of social 

outcomes and of collective impact. 

It’s a process of people generating a common vision of ‘what winning looks like’. It’s a 

process of re-imaging their roles and understanding their limitations.  

Governments, NGOs and businesses are good and bad at different things. 

 

Each of the communities I’ve mentioned face complex, multi-dimensional challenges. And 

they’re each coming to different conclusions about what outcomes to tackle first, and how. 

In order to track their progress, and to share what they’re learning, we need to get better at 

collecting, collating and using data on social outcomes.  

Empowering communities doesn’t mean ignoring the evidence of what works. 
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Which brings me to my second point. 

We need much better DATA on social outcomes, and better access to the data we already 

have. 

Governments are guardians of vast reservoirs of useful data on social outcomes, but they’ve 

been poor at making it usable for the many different groups with a stake in social service 

provision and funding. If we are going to create an environment where outcomes drive 

decision making, this needs to change. 

It’s crucial, because data is how we take the particular and make it systemic. 

For decades, the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research has provided vital 

information on what has and hasn’t reduced crime. And it’s made a difference. Trends show 

most types of crime are diminishing – we’ve never been safer. But this level of information 

isn’t available for all social issues and where it is available, it’s not often used to make the 

big policy calls.  

Though a deluge of data isn’t what we want either. 

We need what I’d describe as a healthy data ecosystem.  

A healthy data ecosystem is one in which we invest not only in creating quality information 

but also in growing our capacity to work with data.  

It requires people with skills to interpret data, front-line teams who know what to collect; 

research intuitions that provide high quality synthesis and can pinpoint where something 

exciting seems to be happening, or is going badly wrong. 
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A healthy data ecosystem also translates that insight into tools that psychologists, or social 

workers, teachers or principals can use every day when they have to decide – how can I help 

this child sitting in front of me? 

In a sense – we have to think about the both the supply of data, and the demand. It’s the 

latter that’s often forgotten. 

There are some promising steps already underway. The NSW Government has established a 

Data Analytics Centre and the Federal Department of Social Services has founded a Data 

Exchange to make data more accessible and useful for service providers. Its early days for 

both initiatives, but we’re at least starting to head in the right direction.  

On the supply side of the curve, we do need to build on the current evidence base we use to 

design social services. We must fund more in-depth research on the drivers of disadvantage, 

as well as the effectiveness – and cost effectiveness – of different interventions. 

Mission Australia’s research on men experiencing homelessness is one example of the way 

good research can inform significant change in practice. People know that sleeping rough is 

damaging to your health, but they discovered that these men were experiencing Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder at higher rates than troops returning from the front line.  

As a result we’re now seeing trauma services offered to people experiencing homelessness.  

SVA’s work on the Learning Impact Fund and Teaching and Learning Toolkit provide other 

examples of the role research can play in diffusing effective approaches to achieve system-

level impact. 
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Based on the success of the Education Endowment Foundation in the UK, the Learning 

Impact Fund provides funding for world-class research, including Randomised Control Trials, 

of promising education programs in Australian classrooms. This evidence will developed in 

to program guides and lesson plans that can be shared with principals and teachers – so that 

good practice becomes common practice.  

SVA is pleased that the Commonwealth government has recognised the potential in this 

approach and has asked the Productivity Commission to conduct a public inquiry to inform a 

national approach to collecting and using data to improve Australia’s education outcomes. 

It’s not a moment too soon. 

 

In 2015/16, the Australian Department of Industry, Innovation and Science will invest 

$26.3m in research on education, compared to $1.3 billion for health.  

That’s less than 0.3% of the $9.2 billion spent on research.  

R&D is at the heart of the economic innovation agenda, but it also has to be at the heart of 

the social innovation agenda. 

 

Finally, we must go beyond measuring outcomes, to making sure outcomes inform the 

way we marshal our resources to deliver social services.  

Where things are working we expand them, and where they are failing, we close them 

down. 
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This makes many in the social sector nervous. 

That’s fair enough.  

I know from our partners working in housing, mental health, disability and employment 

services that funding contracts are frequently short, Government’s change their mind, and 

community organisations suffer the down side risk of a program that isn’t delivering but see 

very little upside from successful ‘pilots’ as they are rarely scaled.  

That has to change. 

Realigning our spend with the outcomes we want to achieve will also require an evolution of 

the management tools, procurement processes and risk appetites of government, 

community organisations and philanthropists.  

We must ask questions like: 

What are the leading indicators of success for a particular intervention?  

Is what we are doing having the desired effect?  

What has failed and how can we learn from it? 

Managing to outcomes is also where we start to see – as we have in Burnie and Mt Druitt - 

where there are demarcations between the different roles people play. 

In my mind, philanthropists, particularly those with private sector expertise in assessing risk 

returns – should be pushing further into the development of cutting edge programs where 

Governments simply can’t take the risk. 
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We should consider more co-design with government, rather than doing things in isolation. 

How are the outcomes from this service going to be measured and how this service is going 

to fit with the plethora of other services in the district? 

In addition to being a data warehouse, Governments are likely to remain the largest 

procurer of social services and should use its purchasing power to scale successful initiatives 

and ensure that as taxpayers, we’re paying for good outcomes, not just a head count. 

Community organisations should be thinking about whether they’re in the ‘delivery 

business’ or the ‘innovation business’ – a service delivery arm of government or a market 

disrupter. 

To its credit, the Federal Government announced in the budget a new $96 million Try, Test 

and Learn Fund.  

It’s an important step in a new social investment strategy that began when the government 

commissioned PWC to analyse 10 years of income support data and calculate Australia’s 

lifetime welfare liability. 

Armed with that analysis, we’re able to identify groups at high risk of long-term welfare 

dependency and design early intervention measures which will change people’s life 

trajectory, and over time save the Government money. 

It’s building on the learnings of those governments which have experimented with social 

impact bonds.  

 



12 

 

The Try, Test and Learn Fund will allow new social initiatives to be tested and measured 

against those outcomes. They will be expanded where they are successful or wound down if 

they’re not.  

If Try, Test and Learn was used to fund a maternal health program in Fitzroy Crossing to 

reduce foetal alcohol syndrome, we’d have a ready-made evidence testing tool to captures 

the social and economic dividends of that program.  

Managing to outcomes will also create an urgent need for delivery organisations to change 

the way they measure performance and to learn and iterate in response. 

Active management in the social space isn’t easy. We work with challenging groups of 

clients and we don’t always understand all of the story.  

So we must be brave and honest when things aren’t on track, in order to get better. 

Governments also need to be brave enough to commit to longer term community sector 

funding to rebuild some confidence within the sector and unleash more creativity.  

Some things will fail.  But so long as we’re transparent about the results and the money is 

reallocated to something more successful, there’s no shame in trying. 

I’ll give you an example from SVA’s work on youth unemployment.  

Together with Brotherhood of St Lawrence, Jesuit Social Services and Mission Australia we 

have be developing an approach called the Industry Employment Initiative to bridge the gap 

between national employers who have job vacancies; and young people who may struggle 

to successfully navigate traditional recruitment pathways.  



13 

 

We work with young people who have been out of regular job for more than a year and 

we’ve been successful in placing 40 young people into stable positions.  

However in our initial group, the retention rate after 13 weeks was only 33% - not a great 

outcome for anyone. So we asked ourselves how we could improve and found we were 

making some simple mistakes.  

For example, it turned out that one of the young people we were working with – let’s call 

him Eric – was actually homeless while he was starting to work and hadn’t told us.  

For the first few weeks Eric was able to keep it together but the pressure of work on top of 

looking for a place to sleep each night became too much and he stopped turning up. 

We hadn’t done a thorough enough job of supporting Eric, most obviously by not ensuring 

he had stable, appropriate accommodation as he started work, but we also didn’t spend 

enough time finding out about what was going on in his life. 

We’ve addressed these issues through better screening and referrals, as well as by doing 

more to build the capacity of the employer to support disadvantaged young people. With 

the most recent cohorts, the retention rates at 13 weeks are over 80%. 

While there can often be a fear of failure in the social sector, in large part due to the way 

funding is allocated, we must learn to understand failure as part of the pathway to success. 

  

** 

To be a truly inclusive and prosperous society people have to have the opportunity to 

participate fully in Australia’s social and economic life.  
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For First Australians, for people with a mental illness or a disability, for those who are 

homeless, we clearly have some way to go. 

But I think there is reason for optimism. 

Our progress on Closing the Gap has been disappointing, but consider for a moment what 

Closing the Gap represents as an outcomes management framework. 

It is the product of a common goal developed by First Australians.  

Its founding idea - its outcome - is simple.  

That the life expectancy of First Australians should be the same as other Australians.  

And there is a sophisticated data framework to track progress towards a series of proxy 

measures that contribute to that goal. 

If we can align our service spending to those measures; if we can harness the power of new 

and emerging technologies to monitor and evaluate programs, and champion First 

Australian success, then I have great hope for the progress we can make not just for First 

Australians but for all people in Australia living with entrenched disadvantage. 

ENDS  

 


