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CENTRE FOR SOCIAL IMPACT SUBMISSION
The Centre for Social Impact (CSI) welcomes the opportunity to submit its views on the Issues Paper:
Reforms to Human Services.
While CSI works on a large range of issues covered by the Issues Paper, in this submission, we focus
on key questions within Section 3 – Tailoring Reform Options (see Appendix A) 1:
•

How do market forces (this includes greater user choice, competition and contestability)
impact the quality, equity, efficiency, effectiveness, responsiveness and accountability of
service provision?

•

What does informed choice look like in a market for human services?

•

What role should government play?

WHO WE ARE
The Centre for Social Impact is an independent, not-for-profit research and education centre, and is a
collaboration of three of Australia’s leading universities: UNSW Sydney, The University of Western
Australia, and Swinburne University of Technology. CSI acts as a catalyst for social change by creating
knowledge through research, and translating and transferring that knowledge through teaching and
public engagement. CSI’s ultimate aim is to be a catalyst for a stronger, better society.
CSI’s research examines the effects of innovation, ingenuity and collaboration within our social
system. We focus particularly on the intersections within systems between government, business, and
the social sector. We tackle the most complex social problems and examine how people, organisations,
groups and sectors work and might work differently, and understand how, why and under what
circumstances social change is achieved. We have particular expertise in understanding social
problems and how we go about addressing them (using complex systems thinking and social policy
and business lenses), and in measuring and reporting social impact across sectors.
While this submission focuses on consumer choice, competition and contestability, CSI has

BACKGROUND ON MARKET FORCES
Not-for-profit organizations have traditionally been entrusted with the provision of social services as
mission-driven organisations working towards a social purpose (Brezis and Wiist 2011a; RoseAckerman 1996; Serra, Serneels and Barr 2011). However, recent decades have seen a global shift
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This response is drawn from a recently submitted journal article titled “Can market forces stimulate
social change? A case example using the National Disability Insurance Scheme in Australia”, which
was written by CSI’s Professor Kristy Muir and Dr Fanny Salignac.

towards the marketization of social services (Krachler and Greer 2015: 215; Stolt, Blomqvist and
Winblad 2011).
In Australia, for example, the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) (National Disability
Insurance Scheme 2015) aims to transform the disability service system into a market that potentially
offers more choice, and provides services at a competitive cost while maintaining access and high
quality of care when needed (Rosenau and Linder 2003).
The marketization of human services is said to: stimulate innovation, improve management and
product quality and decrease price (Holman and Hayward 2011; Krachler and Greer 2015; Le Grand
2013; Noailly and Visser 2009; Taylor-Gooby 1999). Under this model, price-based competition and
standardisation of goods and services are set to increase, organizations will become more sensitive to
changing market conditions and for-profit providers may be more likely to enter or exit as they see fit
to satisfy profit maximization (Lakdawalla and Philipson 2006).

IMPACT OF MARKET FORCES
How do market forces (this includes greater user choice, competition and contestability) impact the
quality, equity, efficiency, effectiveness, responsiveness and accountability of service provision?

A market is a meeting place where buyers and sellers make exchanges (Musgrave 2006).
The mechanisms of the market: i.e. market forces, work together through the interaction of supply
and demand. Under this mechanism, buyers and sellers respond to changing market conditions by
adjusting their demands and supplies of goods and services (Lipsey and Harbury 1992) – buyers to
maximise their satisfaction and sellers their profits.
The dynamic interplay between supply and demand in a market means that as demand grows,
suppliers enter the market, driving competition up – a key characteristic of an effective market. As
competition increases, so does innovation and the diversity and range of services and supports
available, thereby increasing choice as well as pushing quality up and prices down.

Traditional economic theory tells us that for-profit providers of social products and services are more
cost-efficient than their non-profit counterparts because of market incentives (Clark 1980; Rosenau
and Linder 2003).
Others have argued, however, that not-for-profits are in fact able to provide better quality services and
at lower costs than their for-profit counterparts due to their altruistic and non-pecuniary motives
(Rosenau and Linder 2003). Not-for-profits also typically choose to forego profits to expand output as
they cannot re-distribute revenues to their owners (e.g. cash dividends) (Serra, Serneels and Barr
2011), which promotes trust amongst customers. Operating outside a profit-maximization constraint
also means that not-for-profits are more likely to “stick around” where their services are needed
regardless of the impact on their bottom line (albeit needing to maintain sustainability overall).
In comparison, for-profits are ‘more sensitive to demand changes and more likely to enter or exit in
response to changing market conditions’ (Lakdawalla and Philipson 2006: 1695). It means that in
certain locations, in thin markets for example, not-for-profits are more likely to provide services.
Nonetheless, not-for-profits have been portrayed by some as less efficient than for-profit firms. Critics
argue that not having to re-distribute revenues to their owners means that not-for-profit ‘managers
have little incentive to manage their firms efficiently’ (Rose-Ackerman 1996: 716). However, as CSI’s

analysis of charities’ ACNC data demonstrates, many not-for-profits are operating under tight
margins.
To better understand the effectiveness and efficiency of introducing market force models into human
services delivery, it is useful to examine international case studies and research.
Brezis and Wiist (2011b: 232) studied the impact of marketization on the health care system in the US.
They found that it created ‘inefficient health care, the marketing of unhealthy products, environmental
pollution, and deepening socioeconomic inequities’. Indeed, research has shown that higher
investments in the health-care industry by for-profit companies ‘may actually translate into worse
care’ (Brezis and Wiist 2011b: 232). ‘Over the last decade, studies have repeatedly shown that forprofit health care is inferior in several outcomes to that provided by not-for-profit care’ (Brezis and
Wiist 2011a: 245). This is mainly because for-profit health care providers operate under a profitmaximization constraint that comes before public benefit or social welfare motives (Brezis and Wiist
2011a). The commercialisation of the health care system in the US has meant that ‘a highly personal
set of services unique to each individual patient/ physician relationship’ has had to be converted into
‘a fungible commercial product available from a variety of vendors’ (Budetti 2008: 93). Similar
conclusions were reported by Taylor-Gooby et al. (2004: 573) who argue that a market-oriented
welfare system such as that of the UK ‘faces intractable problems in stimulating and regulating private
providers of welfare’ as welfare and market objectives are incompatible. This is because free market
oriented policies tend to prioritize ‘business interests over public well-being’ promoting ‘a race-to-thebottom in the social safety net’ (Lobao, Adua and Hooks 2014: 644/47).
Similar results have been found regarding the impact of market forces in the child care
industry. The provision of child care services vary widely across countries, although quality,
affordability and accessibility appears core to all (Leira 1993; Noailly and Visser 2009). For example,
in Denmark, France and Sweden, child care is provided exclusively by the public sector; while in
Germany, Italy and Spain it is supplemented by the not-for-profit sector. The US and the UK, on the
other hand, allow for the private sector to evolve alongside the not-for-profit one by imposing generic
quality regulations (Noailly and Visser 2009). The impact of market forces on the provision of child
care is significant. Noailly and Visser (2009) showed that after the introduction of such mechanism
with the 2005 Child Care Act in the Netherlands, the provision of child care services has become
driven by demand, with a shift towards wealthy and urbanised areas due to higher purchasing power.
Most importantly, they found that such shift came at the expense of more disadvantaged rural areas
from which providers withdrew their services (Noailly and Visser 2009).
In Australia, Sumsion (2006; 2012) found that ABC Learning – the world’s largest for-profit
child care provider until its collapse in 2008, did not provide higher quality care nor provide parents
with greater choice. While the company became listed on the Australian Stock Exchange in 2001, ABC
Learning collapsed due to an unsustainable model, poor financial situation, and impact of the global
financial crisis creating negative economic and social impact (Sumsion 2006; 2012).
Key points and implications
•

International studies have shown that service provision provided by for-profit companies (e.g.
health care and childcare) can be inferior to services provided by not-for-profits.

•

As they are driven by profit-maximization, private organizations are sensitive to changes in
the market and likely to enter and exit markets in response to changing conditions. They are
likely to prioritise profit over wellbeing. This means that private organisations are likely to
stay in areas where demand is higher, leaving people in regional, rural and remote locations
with few (or no) choices.

•

Government should be wary of:

•

o

Profit-driven services that are of poorer quality than those provided by not-for-profit
organisations

o

The marketing of inappropriate products;

o

A shift away from individualised services in favour of standardised commercially
viable models;

o

Thin markets and market failure in particular areas or for particular groups;

o

Decreased equity if people with lower levels of needs / less complex needs are
prioritised by providers because they can be served more efficiently and feasibly;

o

Niche providers (likely to be not-for-profits) who support people with the most
complex needs going out of business because the funding model is not sustainable
from a market perspective.

In introducing competitive practices and market forces government should
o

Consider the required regulatory environment to help ensure business interests do
not compromise public wellbeing;

o

Set and hold organisations to account for acceptable standards of quality;

o

Require evidence of individual consumer outcomes;

o

Consider supporting and incentivising collaborations between providers where value
can be reciprocally added using a partnership model;

o

Ensure there is funding for quality support services for people with complex-needs,
people who need services but may not traditionally access services, and in locations
with thin markets.

INFORMED CHOICE
What does informed choice look like in a market for human services?
Traditional economic theory assumes that people are “rational actors” in the market. In theory
“rational economic man” (or woman) possesses full knowledge of their own preferences, consistently
acts in self-interest to meet those preferences and is responsive to appropriate ‘incentives’ offered
(Morse 1997: 180). Individuals are said to make decisions based on a known and stable set of
preferences. They have knowledge of alternatives so that their decisions are fully informed. In making
decisions they are able to objectively use this knowledge so as to maximize their “happiness and
wellbeing” as well as to quickly update their behaviours in the face of new information. This
conventional approach assumes their decisions are calculated, consistent, and unaffected by emotions
or other people (Altman 2012; McDonald 2008).
In the context of the provision of human services, this assumes two important things:
1. individuals are well informed about the services they might be able to access; and
2. individuals know and can communicate their preferences, goals and needs.
In a “perfect market”, consumers have access to information and are therefore able to make informed
decisions. Through exercising ‘discernment’, consumers ‘reward suppliers of high-quality goods or
services through their informed purchases’ (Holman and Hayward 2011: 241). By being financially
motivated, consumers are ‘sensitive to price, which promotes efficiency by giving suppliers an
incentive to keep costs low’ (Holman and Hayward 2011: 241). The issue with complex social issues
such as health, disability and aging is that people are unlikely to have access to enough and/or the
right information to make informed decisions (Holman and Hayward 2011: 241). Indeed, without a

range of services to choose from or sufficient information about what they will receive from each
service (outcomes, service quality and approach etc), people can be vulnerable to ‘provider- and
profession-induced demand’ (Holman and Hayward 2011: 241). This may lead to profit-driven care,
rather than value-driven care or to individuals remaining with current service providers and not
exercising choice.
Implications
•

•

Access to information is important in any type of market for customers to be able to make
informed choices – studies show this is even more so in a market for human services in which
people might be experiencing various types of vulnerabilities.
Information needs to be appropriate, acceptable and accessible and regulations put in place to
ensure this is the case.

GOVERNMENT’S ROLE
What role should government play?

The use of market-mechanisms for public policy is consistent with neoclassical liberalism
– the idea that governments should reduce their intervention and abide by a ‘laissez faire’
approach (Smith 1776: 294).
Proponents to the marketization of human services argue that free market conditions stimulate
innovation, and improve management and product quality. However, critics argue that markets
typically fail. They fail in addressing needs, fail in serving minorities, fail in providing information, fail
in stopping anti-competitive practices and provide poorer quality services because of the drive to
generate profit (Stamate 2012). Krachler and Greer (2015) argue that the marketization of social
services is bound to increase inequalities and the rationing of services as organizations become
motivated by profit maximization (see also Hunter 2013; Lister 2012).
An alternative to the neoclassical economy implies ‘shared responsibility and concern for the
communal well-being’ (Budetti 2008: 92) with a certain role for government to ensure equity in the
provision of social products and services and the creation of positive social outcomes. Market forces
are one tool to provide human services, but as a model, it is unlikely to succeed on its own. The market
is not a panacea.
Government can play a role in the following areas to help enable high quality outcomes, to protect and
support vulnerable people and to minimise risk:
•

Developing, implementing regulation and standards of service quality;

•

Providing funding and services to fill gaps where markets fail (especially for individuals with
complex needs; those who fall through traditional service gaps; and where there are thin
markets);

•

Consider supporting collaborations between for- and not-for-profit providers where value can
be reciprocally added using a partnership model.

•

Assisting with independent accessible information;

•

Assisting with processes to help individuals exercise choice;

•

Support the development of shared outcomes measurement systems (including linked data) to
help track whether and where outcomes are being achieved, for who and under what
circumstances; and

•

Provide frameworks for reporting and accountability.

REFERENCES
Altman, Morris. 2012. "Implications of Behavioural Economics for Financial Literacy and Public
Policy." The Journal of Socio-Economics 41:677-90.
Brezis, Mayer and William H. Wiist. 2011a. "Vulnerability of Health to Market, Reply to Holman and
Hayward." Medical Care 49(3).
Brezis, Mayer and William H. Wiist. 2011b. "Vulnerability of Health to Market Forces." Medical Care
49(3).
Budetti, Peter. 2008. "Market Justice and Us Health Care." the Journal of the American Medical
Association 299(1):92-94.
Clark, R. 1980. "Does the Nonprofit Form Fit the Hospital Industry?". Harvard Law review
93(May):1417-89.
Holman, Kerianne H. and Rodney A. Hayward. 2011. "How to Make Market Competition Work in
Healthcare." Medical Care 3(March):240-44.
Hunter, D. 2013. "Will 1 April Mark the Beginning of the End of England's Nhs? Yes.". BMJ 346.
Krachler, Nick and Ian Greer. 2015. "When Does Marketisation Lead to Privatisation? Profit-Making
in English Health Services after the 2012 Health and Social Care Act." Social Science &
Medecine 124:215-23.
Lakdawalla, Darius and Tomas Philipson. 2006. "The Nonprofit Sector and Industry Performance."
Journal of Public Economics 90:1681-98.
Le Grand, J. 2013. "Will 1 April Mark the Beginning of the End of England's Nhs? No.". BMJ 346.
Leira, Arnlaug. 1993. "Mothers, Markets and the State: A Scandinavian 'Model'?". Journal of Social
Policy 22(3):329-47.
Lipsey, Richard G. and Colin Harbury. 1992. First Principles of Economics. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.
Lister, J. 2012. "In Defiance of the Evidence: Conservatives Threaten to “Reform” Away England's
National Health Service." International Journal of Health Services: Planing, Admnistration,
Evaluation 42(1):137-55.
Lobao, Linda, Lazarus Adua and Gregory Hooks. 2014. "Privatization, Business Attraction, and Social
Services across the United States: Local Governments' Use of Market-Oriented, Neoliberal
Policies in the Post-2000 Period." Social Problems 61(4):644-72.
McDonald, Ian M. 2008. "Behaviroual Economics." The Australian Economic Review 41(2):222-28.
Morse, Jennifer Roback. 1997. "Who Is Rational Economic Man." Socila philosophy & policy
foundation:179-206.
Musgrave, Frank W. 2006. The Economics of U.S. Health Care Policy: The Role of Market Forces.
Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe.
National Disability Insurance Scheme. 2015, "Promoting Independence for People with Disability".
Retrieved 1 December, 2015 (http://www.ndis.gov.au/about-us/governance/IAC/iac-adviceindependence).
Noailly, Joelle and Sabine Visser. 2009. "The Impact of Market Forces on Child Care Provision:
Insights from the 2005 Child Care Act in the Netherlands." Journal of Social Policy 38(3):47798.
Rose-Ackerman, Susan. 1996. "Altruism, Nonprofits, and Economic Theory." Journal of Economic
Literature 34(2):701-28.
Rosenau, Pauline Vaillancourt and Stephen H. Linder. 2003. "Two Decades of Research Comparing
for-Profit and Nonprofit Health Provider Performance in the United States." Social science
quarterly 84(2):219-41.
Serra, Danila, Pieter Serneels and Abigail Barr. 2011. "Intrinsic Motivations and the Non-Profit Health
Sector: Evidence from Ethiopia." Personality and Individual Differences 51:309-14.

Smith, A. 1776. An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations: Plain Label Books.
Stamate, Andreas. 2012. "A Private Property Rights Approach on the Social Aspects of a Free Market
Economy." Economics and Sociology 5(2a):100-14.
Stolt, Ragnar, Paula Blomqvist and Ulrika Winblad. 2011. "Privatization of Social Services: Quality
Differences in Swedish Elderly Care." Social Science & Medecine 72(4):560-67.
Sumsion, Jennifer. 2006. "The Corporatization of Australian Childcare: Towards an Ethical Audit and
Research Agenda." Journal of Early Childhood Research 4(2):99-120.
Sumsion, Jennifer. 2012. "Abc Learning and Australian Early Education and Care: A Retrospective
Ethical Audit of a Radical Experiment." in Childcare Markets: Can They Deliver an Equitable
Service?, edited by E. Lloyd and H. Penn. Bristol: The Policy Press.
Taylor-Gooby, Peter. 1999. "Markets and Motives: Trust and Egoism in Welfare Markets ". Journal of
Social Policy 28(1):97-114.
Taylor-Gooby, Peter, Trine Larsen and Johannes Kananen. 2004. "Market Means and Welfare Ends:
The Uk Welfare State Experiment." Journal of Social Policy 33(4):573-92.

