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The Commission has deep roots in economic policy-
making and reform in Australia. It was created by 
a merger of the Industry Commission, the Bureau 
of Industry Economics and the Economic Planning 
Advisory Commission. The Industry Commission 
itself was preceded by the Industry Assistance 
Commission, which had replaced the Australian Tariff 
Board.1

As Chairman of the Industry Commission, Bill 
Scales oversaw the establishment of the Productivity 
Commission. Gary Banks was its inaugural Chairman 
from 1998-2013 and Peter Harris was Chairman from 
2013-2018, with Michael Brennan commencing as 
Chair in September 2018.

Many of the Commission’s core functions and 
operating principles refl ect those of its predecessor 
organisations. 

The Productivity Commission 
20 years on
Last year marked the twentieth anniversary of the Productivity Commission. 
Established by the Australian Government in 1998, the Commission’s 
mandate is to provide independent research and advice to government on a 
range of economic, social and environmental issues affecting the welfare 
of Australians. 

1  For a history of the Productivity Commission and its predecessor agencies, see Productivity Commission 2003, From industry assistance to productivity: 
30 years of ‘the Commission’, Canberra. An overview of the fi rst 10 years of the Productivity Commission was included in the April 2008 edition of the 
PC Update.

202020PRODUCTIVITY20PRODUCTIVITY20COMMISSION20COMMISSION20T W E N T Y  Y E A R S
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The Productivity Commission has a wide remit. It 
covers all sectors of the economy, as well as social, 
regional and environmental issues, with a view to 
better informing policy making to raise national 
productivity and living standards. The Commission’s 
activities cover all levels of government. 

With its broad mandate, the Commission’s focus 
has evolved over time, reflecting changes in the 
structure of the Australian economy, and new policy 
challenges. 

A central and enduring focus in the Commission’s 
work is improving prosperity and living standards. 
Productivity growth is the main driver of sustained 
economic growth and rising living standards – the 
wellbeing of Australians depends on persistent 
growth in productivity. Governments have an impor-
tant influence on productivity growth through poli-
cies and regulations that affect investment in human 
and physical capital and the functioning of markets. 

Inquiries undertaken in recent years examin-
ing foundational aspects of productivity growth 
include Public Infrastructure and Workplace Relations 
Arrangements. And in the context of data (and its 
analytics) being the most significant renewable 
resource discovery this century, the Data Availability 
and Use and Intellectual Property Arrangements inqui-
ries recommended reforms to improve data access 
and use, enabling new products and services that can 
transform everyday life, drive efficiency and safety, 

create productivity gains and allow better decision 
making.

The Productivity Commission undertakes reviews 
of Australia’s productivity performance on a five-
yearly basis and recommends productivity-enhanc-
ing reforms. The first Productivity Review, Shifting the 
Dial, was released in October 2017. The report focused 
on education, health, and the shaping of urban 
investment and infrastructure. These fast-growing 
areas of the economy are critical for sustaining eco-
nomic growth. They are also areas where individuals 
can personally benefit from change.

The Commission has also considered the capac-
ity to adjust to structural changes in the economy, 
including studies into Geographic Labour Mobility 
and Transitioning Regional Economies.

Government regulation brings economic, social 
and environmental benefits, but can also impose 
costs – some unavoidable, but some unnecessary for 
achieving the regulatory objective. Throughout its 
history, the Commission has undertaken many inqui-
ries and studies into how regulation can be more 
efficient and effective. Recent examples include: 
Electricity Network Regulation, the National Access 
Regime, Regulation of Agriculture, and Regulation of 
Airports.

International trade and investment are vitally 
important to the Australian economy. An open trade 
policy has contributed to making our economy resil-
ient to shocks over more than 25 years of uninter-
rupted growth. Barriers to trade and investment pose 
a risk to economic growth and living standards. The 
Productivity Commission reports annually on devel-
opments in trade policy, as well as industry assis-
tance, in the Trade and Assistance Review. In addition, 
the Commission’s trade-related work over the 
last decade includes: an inquiry into Bilateral and 
Regional Trade Agreements, and self-initiated research 
into Rising Protectionism: Challenges, Threats and 
Opportunities for Australia and Developments in 
Anti-Dumping.

Financial sector issues have been a recent focus for 
the Commission, with a three-stage inquiry into the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the Australian super-
annuation system, and an inquiry into competition in 
the Australian financial system. 

The Commission has applied its economic frame-
work and community-wide focus to the analysis 
of social policy issues. Over the last decade, the 
Commission has undertaken inquiries and studies 
into: Paid Maternity, Paternity and Parental Leave; 
Gambling; Caring for Older Australians; Disability 

Independence. The Commission operates 
under its own legislation, with an arm’s 
length relationship to government. 

Transparency. The Commission’s advice to 
government, and the information and analy-
sis on which it is based, are all open to public 
scrutiny. Its processes provide for extensive 
public input and feedback through hearings, 
workshops and other consultative forums, 
and through the release of draft reports and 
preliminary findings. 

A community-wide focus. The Commission is 
required to take a broad view, encompassing 
the interests of the economy and community 
as a whole, rather than particular industries 
or groups. 

The Commission’s work is based on 
three core principles
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Care and Support; Childcare and Early Childhood 
Learning; Reforms to Human Services; and National 
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) Costs. And the 
Commission is currently undertaking an inquiry into 
mental health. In this, and many other inquiries, 
the Commission brings a cross-sectoral approach, 
considering the various sectors – health, education, 
housing, justice, etc – involved in supporting effective 
outcomes. 

The Commission has also focused on policy issues 
with social dimensions in its self-initiated research 
program, including reports on An Ageing Australia: 
Preparing for the Future; and Housing Decisions of 
Older Australians. 

More recently, a Commission self-initiated research 
project examined inequality in Australia. Building 
on earlier work by the Commission, the paper, titled 
Rising Inequality? A stocktake of the evidence, brought 
together and took stock of the latest and most 
complete evidence measuring the prevalence of, 
and trends in, inequality, mobility and disadvantage 
across Australian society.

Over the last decade, the Commission has exam-
ined a range of environmental issues including: an 
inquiry into Government Drought Support, a study 
into Emission Reduction Polices and Carbon Prices in 
Key Economies, and an inquiry into Barriers to Effective 
Climate Change Adaption. 

In 2015, the Productivity Commission was given 
specifi c water functions following the abolition of 
the National Water Commission. Under the Water Act 
2007 (Cth), the Productivity Commission is respon-
sible for triennial assessments of progress towards 
achieving the objectives and outcomes of the 
National Water Initiative. The fi rst inquiry was under-
taken in 2017. The Commission is also responsible for 
conducting fi ve-yearly assessments on the effective-
ness of the implementation of the Murray-Darling 
Basin Plan and associated water resource plans, the 
fi rst of which was undertaken in 2018.

Many aspects of the Commission’s work, including 
on water, involve Commonwealth-State matters, with 
inquires and studies often examining issues, and 
making recommendations, relevant to all Australian 
governments. Other Commission work has focused 
directly on the structure of Commonwealth-State 
relations – such as the recent inquiry into Horizontal 
Fiscal Equalisation. 

The Commission also has responsibility for under-
taking reviews of nationally signifi cant sector-wide 
agreements between the Australian, State and 
Territory governments – the fi rst of which was the 
National Disability Agreement Review released in 
February 2019 – and for the COAG Performance 
Reporting Dashboard. The Dashboard provides a 
single, streamlined source of information on progress 
towards key COAG commitments. It contains assess-
ments of progress at the national level, and for each 
state and territory. 

The Commission provides assistance to all 
Australian governments and the Council of 
Australian Governments (COAG). It provides sec-
retariat, research and report preparation services 
to the intergovernmental Steering Committee for 
the Review of Government Service Provision. In 
this capacity, the Commission produces the Report 
on Government Services (RoGS), the Overcoming 
Indigenous Disadvantage report and the Indigenous 
Expenditure Report, and collates National Indigenous 
Reform Agreement performance information. It is 
also piloting reviews of ‘What Works’ to improve ser-
vice outcomes as a complement to the RoGS.

Another stream of work on Indigenous policy 
evaluation is underway. The Commission is develop-
ing a whole-of-government evaluation strategy for 
policies and programs that affect Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Australians, to be used by all 
Australian Government agencies. This work is being 
led by Romlie Mokak, who was recently appointed to 
the new Indigenous Commissioner position. 

All reports referred to above are available on the Commission’s website www.pc.gov.au.

i n d e p e n d e n c e  •  t r a n s pa r e n c y  •  c o m m u n i t y  w i d ei n d e p e n d e n c e  •  t r a n s pa r e n c y  •  c o m m u n i t y  w i d ei n d e p e n d e n c e  •  t r a n s pa r e n c y  •  c o m m u n i t y  w i d ei n d e p e n d e n c e  •  t r a n s pa r e n c y  •  c o m m u n i t y  w i d ei n d e p e n d e n c e  •  t r a n s pa r e n c y  •  c o m m u n i t y  w i d ei n d e p e n d e n c e  •  t r a n s pa r e n c y  •  c o m m u n i t y  w i d e
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Is Australia becoming 
more unequal?
In a research paper released in August last year, the Commission brought 
together the most recent evidence measuring inequality, poverty and 
disadvantage in Australia.

Excessive inequality and entrenched disadvantage 
can erode social cohesion and hinder growth. But 
measuring the extent of inequality is not straight-
forward. No single metric can provide a definitive 
answer to the question of whether inequality, pov-
erty and disadvantage in Australia have risen, fallen 
or remained steady. 

The Commission used an array of indicators to 
examine trends in inequality, including the dis-
tribution and composition of household income, 
consumption and wealth. Movements within the 
distributions over time, and in response to life events 
– such as transitions to work, divorce and retirement 
– were also examined.
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Sustained growth has delivered significantly 
improved living standards for Australians at 
every income level
Alone among OECD countries, Australia has experi-
enced 27 years of uninterrupted economic growth. 
This has delivered significantly improved living stan-
dards for the average Australian household in every 
income decile. The Commission report investigated 
whether this improvement has been shared equally 
among all income groups.

Income inequality

Over nearly three decades, inequality has risen 
slightly in Australia

Commission analyses using both ABS and HILDA 
data1 indicate that income inequality in Australia has 
increased modestly since the late 1980s, declining 
slightly since the global financial crisis. Most of the 
rise in income inequality occurred during the mining 
boom, when overall wages growth was strong, but 
increased most strongly for high income earners.

1  Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Household Expenditure Survey (HES) and Survey of Income and Housing (SIH); Household, Income and Labour Dynamics 
in Australia (HILDA) Survey, initiated and funded by the Australian Government Department of Social Services and managed by the Melbourne Institute.

Bottom
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Average growth: 2%
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More inequality
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Australia has had sustained economic growth, but how have the benefits been shared?

In every decile, the average household has benefited from income growth in recent decades

Australia’s level of income inequality is middle of the pack among developed countries

Notes and sources: see Productivity Commission 2018, Rising Inequality? A stocktake of the evidence, Commission Research Paper, figures 3.4 and 3.5. 
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Most developed countries have also experi-
enced rising income inequality, but at a faster pace. 
Australia’s level of inequality is close to the OECD 
country average. The fact that inequality levels are 
different among developed countries suggests 
that government policies, institutions and politi-
cal environments play an important role in shaping 
inequality.

Taxes and transfers have consistently reduced 
income inequality

The Commission’s analysis showed that Australia’s 
progressive income tax and highly targeted transfer 

system substantially reduces income inequality. On 
average, income tax and government cash trans-
fers (such as the age pension and family payments) 
reduce income inequality by about one third. 

And government-funded services, such as health, 
education and public housing have an additional 
equalising effect. When these in-kind transfers are 
taken into account, inequality is about 30 per cent 
lower again than that for disposable household 
income. This is because people with low incomes 
receive the largest amount of in-kind transfers.

ABS data based on the HES/SIH indicate that income inequality, as measured by the Gini coefficient, has 
increased slightly between 1988-89 and 2015-16. (A higher Gini coefficient indicates higher inequality). It 
was relatively flat through the 1990s, but shifted upwards during the mining boom and stabilised after the 
GFC. 

However, HILDA data tell a different story. According to HILDA, there was no clear uptick in inequality 
during the mining boom, and inequality has instead been fairly stable since the early 2000s.

This discrepancy is partly due to changes in the ABS definitions of income and survey methodology 
introduced during the mid-2000s. The changes improved the measurement of income. But a side effect of 
these changes is that income estimates from HES/SIH are less comparable across years.

Measuring trends in income inequality is contested territory

HES/SIH

HILDA

Gini coefficient 

0.20

0.25

0.30

0.35

0.40

20152009200319981989

Different data sets show different trends in inequality

Notes and sources: see Productivity Commission 2018, Rising Inequality? A stocktake of the evidence, Commission Research Paper, figure 3.2

Gini coefficients for equivalised disposable income, HES/SIH and HILDA 
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Australia’s progressive income tax and highly targeted transfer system has a powerful 
equalising effect on household incomes …

Equalising effect of government transfers

Equalising effect of income tax

0.0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

Gini coefficient

201620102004199919941989

Gross income

Disposable income

Private income

Equalising effect of in-kind transfers

Private consumption

Disposable income

0.0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

201620102004199919941989

Private consumption is more equally 
distributed than disposable income

Gini coefficient

Final consumption

… and in-kind transfers from government, like education and health, substantially reduce 
consumption inequality

Notes and sources: see Productivity Commission 2018, Rising Inequality? A stocktake of the evidence, Commission Research Paper, figures 3.11 and 3.20.

Gini coefficients for equivalised income

Gini coefficients for equivalised disposable income, private consumption and final consumption

Consumption inequality

While debates about inequality typically focus on 
income, the Commission’s report argues that con-
sumption is arguably a better measure because it is 
the goods and services that people consume, not the 
income they earn, that contributes to their wellbeing. 

The Commission found that inequality of pri-
vate consumption is only slightly lower than that 
of disposable income, but after in-kind govern-
ment transfers (such as education and healthcare) 
are accounted for, final consumption inequality is  
30 per cent lower than that of disposable income.
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A lot of recent commentary has focused on the growth of incomes at the very top of the income distribu-
tion, especially the top 1 per cent. While income growth among this group is difficult to estimate, it is 
possible to derive rough estimates. 

Data from the HES suggest that the share of income going to the top 1 per cent of households has risen 
over recent decades. In 2015-16, the top 1 per cent of income earners accounted for 5.3 per cent of total 
equivalised disposable income, up from 4.4 per cent in 1988-89. 

Between 1988-89 and 2015-16, the average income of this group grew by 2.8 per cent per year,  
significantly faster than for the top decile as a whole (2.4 per cent per year) and for the population as a 
whole (2.1 per cent per year).

This rise has not been steady or continuous. HES estimates suggest that the top 1 per cent income share 
declined through the 1990s, but rebounded strongly in the 2000s. 

Incomes in the top 1 per cent are volatile because a relatively large share of income comes from return on 
capital, which is more volatile than income from labour or government cash transfers. 

While the top 1 per cent earned 5 per cent of all disposable income in 2015-16, they earned 18 per cent of all 
capital income (before taxes).

Are the rich getting richer? Household incomes at the very top are trending upwards

The importance of the top 1 per cent has increased

Notes and sources: see Productivity Commission 2018, Rising Inequality? A stocktake of the evidence, Commission Research Paper, figure 3.8.

(a) Top 1 per cent disposable income share (b)   Per cent reduction in Gini coefficient if 
top 1 per cent are removed
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Economic mobility

The inequality measures considered above show a 
modest increase in the gap between rich and poor, 
but who is ‘rich’ and who is ‘poor’ can change over 
time. To account for this, the Commission report also 
examined economic mobility – the gauge of whether 
the rich always remain rich and the poor always poor.

How does economic mobility stack up in Australia? 

Life course mobility in Australia is high

Life course mobility refers to how a person’s econom-
ic position changes throughout their life. It reflects 
life events that affect a person’s income or wealth, 
but also the extent to which changes in a person’s 
income or wealth translate into changes in their 
position in the income distribution.  

Almost everyone moves across the income 
distribution over the course of their lives

People’s incomes change over the course of their 
lives. As they do, people move up and down the 
income distribution. The Commission found that 
over the 16 years from 2000-01 to 2015-16, on aver-
age, each person spent time in five different income 
deciles. Close to 90 per cent had a difference of at 
least three deciles between the top and bottom 
income deciles they spent time in. Less than 1 per 
cent of people remained in the same income decile 
over the whole period.

This mobility indicates that income deciles do not 
represent a constant group of people. Over the same 
16 years, the Commission estimated that 36 per cent 
of the population spent at least one year in the top 
income decile, 43 per cent spent time in the bottom 
decile, and about 50–60 per cent spent time in each 
of the other eight deciles. In other words, not only 
does the group of people in a particular decile change 
over time, but all income deciles – apart from the top 
and the bottom – included more than half the popu-
lation at some point during the past 16 years.

People at the bottom of the income distribution 
tend to move up, and people at the top of the dis-
tribution tend to move down. Most people in one of 
the bottom four deciles in 2000-01 were in a higher 
decile in 2015-16, and most people in one of the top 
four deciles in 2000-01 were in a lower decile in 
2015-16. 

Life events that can have a significant 

influence on economic mobility include 

transitioning from education to work, 

career advancement, household formation 

or dissolution, having children, divorce and 

retirement. Life course mobility is ‘stickier’ at 

both the top and bottom of the distribution 

than in the middle – and stickiness at the 

bottom is of significant policy relevance.

While life course mobility affects people across the 
entire distribution, there is more income persistence 
(stickiness) at the ends of the distribution than in the 
middle. People in the top decile and in the bottom 
two deciles in 2000-01 were the most likely to be 
in the same decile in 2015-16. However, the likeli-
hood that these people remained in the same decile 
was exceedingly low. Of those in the bottom or the 
second bottom decile in 2000-01, less than 2 per cent 
remained in that decile for the entire 16-year period, 
and of those who started in the top decile, about  
6 per cent remained there consistently over the same 
period. 
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There is significant movement between income deciles

Top
decile
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Movement of 
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26% of the 
top decile 
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15% moved 
to the 9th 
decile

Movement of 
people in the 
5th decile in 

2000-01

11% of the 
5th decile 
ended up 
there

12% moved 
to the 4th 
decile

Movement of 
people in the 

bottom decile 
in 2000-01

22% of the 
bottom 
decile ended 
up there

28% moved 
to the 2nd 
decile

2000-01 2015-16

Notes and sources: see Productivity Commission 2018, Rising Inequality? A stocktake of the evidence, Commission Research Paper, figure 5.5.

Proportion of people in the top, 5th and bottom income deciles in 2000-01, by income decile in 
2015-16
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Intergenerational mobility appears to be at 
about the OECD average 

Intergenerational mobility refers to the transmission 
of economic wellbeing between parents and their 
children. It is a proxy measure for equality of oppor-
tunity. Evidence suggests that Australia’s intergen-
erational mobility ranks around the middle of OECD 
countries for which comparable data are available. 
Non-OECD countries for which comparative data are 
available mostly have low or very low levels of inter-
generational mobility. 

Some Australians experience entrenched 
disadvantage 
Many Australians experience economic disadvantage 
at some stage in their lives, but for most people, it is 
temporary. However, a small but significant propor-
tion of the population experience persistent and 
recurrent poverty. 

About 9 per cent of Australians (around 2.2 million 
people) are currently experiencing income poverty2, 
and three per cent of Australians – roughly 700,000 
people – have been in income poverty for at least the 
last four years.

People living in single parent families, 

Indigenous Australians, people with low 

educational attainment, the long-term 

unemployed, and people with disabilities 

or other long-term health conditions are 

most likely to experience protracted income 

poverty. 

Whether inequality increases or decreases in the 
future will depend on the opportunities people have 
to improve their living standards. Sustained eco-
nomic growth and access to reliable employment 
will provide opportunities for most people. But for a 
smaller group, the challenges are more complex. We 
know that factors such as chronic disease, mental ill-
ness, addictions, long-term unemployment and poor 
educational outcomes, drive inequality. We also know 
that policy design needs to be more adaptable and 
targeted to individual disadvantage – a ‘handmade’ 
approach to policy development. But there is still a 
lot we don’t know. The Commission’s current inquiry 
into mental health is one step in identifying how we 
can do better for our fellow Australians.

Rising inequality? A stocktake of the evidence

> Productivity Commission Research Paper

> August 2018

2 This includes many people for whom low incomes may be temporary, such as students in part time jobs.
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A better way to support Veterans 
A Commission draft report – A Better Way to Support Veterans – found that 
the veterans’ compensation and rehabilitation system is not fit-for-purpose, is 
out-of-date, and does not work in the interest of veterans, their families and 
the Australian community.  The system requires fundamental reform. 

Australia’s veteran support system

The Department of Veterans’ Affairs (DVA) provides 
support to current and former Australian Defence 
Force (ADF) members and their families, including 

income support and compensation, health care, reha-
bilitation, transition support and other services to 
support wellbeing. In 2017-18, DVA spent $13.2 billion 
on the veterans’ rehabilitation and compensation 
system (or about $47 000 per client). 
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DVA currently supports about 166 000 veterans 
and about 117 000 dependants. DVA clients span all 
generations and life stages, but the majority of DVA 
clients are in the older age groups – about 194 000 
are 65 years or older, and of these, 98 000 are aged 
over 79 (figure 1).

The legislative environment is byzantine. The cur-
rent system has three main Acts: 
• the Veterans’ Entitlements Act 1986 (VEA) 
• the Safety, Rehabilitation and Compensation 

(Defence-related Claims) Act 1988 (DRCA)
• the Military Rehabilitation and Compensation Act 

2004 (MRCA). 

The Acts have different eligibility requirements 
and provide different levels of support to veterans 
through different claims and appeals processes 
(figure 2). The timing and type of the relevant service 
determines which Act covers the veterans’ impair-
ment. Veterans with multiple impairments can have 
different impairments covered under different Acts. 

Why the veteran support system needs 
reforming 
The veteran support system is more generous overall 
than workers’ compensation schemes for civilians, 
but it is not an effective system. It is complex, diffi-
cult to navigate, inequitable (veterans with the same 
injury or illness can receive different levels of sup-
port), and poorly administered (claims typically take 
months to process and there is limited management 
and oversight of client supports and treatments). 
Some of the supports discourage wellness, some are 
not well targeted, and others are archaic, dating back 
to the 1920s. 

Incentives for strong performance and good out-
comes are also missing from the system. 
• Defence (the employer) bears no financial respon-

sibility for the cost of compensation, rehabilitation, 
transition services or medical treatment for ser-
vice-related injuries and illnesses after a member 
leaves the service – DVA bears the cost. This creates 
an incentive for Defence to shift the cost of long-
term injuries and illness to DVA.

Client Age Dependants Veterans
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Figure 1: DVA clients by age, December 2017
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Figure 2: Veteran supports are provided under three main Acts

• Little (if any) attention is given to the performance 
and long-term sustainability of the veteran sup-
port system. This is in part because a real budget 
constraint is missing (the system is demand 
driven) and there is little accountability or incen-
tives for DVA to operate the system efficiently and 
effectively. 

The outcome is a system that fails to focus on 
the lifetime wellbeing of veterans, with too little 
attention placed on prevention, early intervention, 
rehabilitation and transition support. The split in 
responsibility for the wellbeing of military person-
nel between Defence and DVA also results in less 
efficient and effective administration of supports, 
including, for example, a lack of continuity of support. 

New governance arrangements are needed 
for a lifetime focus
To achieve a focus on the wellbeing of veterans over 
their lifetime, the veteran support system needs to 
be brought more in line with contemporary workers’ 
compensation schemes and modern person-centred 
approaches to rehabilitation, health care and disabil-
ity support. It needs new governance and administra-
tive systems that can meet the needs of veterans, 
while operating in a modern, efficient and effective 
way. The Commission’s draft report recommends:
• a new independent agency – the Veteran Services 

Commission – be established to administer and 
oversee the performance of the veteran support 
system

• a single Ministry for Defence Personnel and 
Veterans

• DVA’s policy responsibility be transferred to the 
Department of Defence within a new Veterans 
Policy Group

• levying an annual premium on Defence to fund 
the expected costs of future claims

Impairments relating to service on or  
before 30 June 2004

Impairments relating to  
service after 30 June 2004

VEA DRCA MRCA

Veterans with 
accepted claims

89 000 veterans 53 000 veterans 30 000 veterans

Service type
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hazardous service 
(covers some other defence 
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to all eligible service

Support and 
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provided

Disability pensions
Permanent impairment payments

Dependent benefits
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Incapacity payments
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166 000 veterans                                      117 000 dependents



PC N EWS  May 2019   www.pc.gov.au 17

A Better Way to Support Veterans 
> Draft Report    > Released December 2018
>  The Commission’s final report will be presented to the Australian Government in June 2019

• responsibility for preparing serving veterans for, 
and assisting them with transition to, civilian life 
be centralised in a new Joint Transition Command 
within Defence.

A simpler system for veterans and their 
families
The draft report also recommends simplifying the 
current system by: 
• making it easier for clients to access (a complex 

system does not need to be complex for users) 
• rationalising benefits 
• harmonising across the three Acts (includ-

ing a single pathway for reviews of decisions, a 

single test for liability and common assessment 
processes)

• moving to two compensation and rehabilitation 
schemes by July 2025 
–  the proposed Scheme 1 would largely cover an 

older cohort of veterans with operational ser-
vice and injuries that occurred before 2004, and 
would be based on a modified VEA. 

–  the proposed Scheme 2 would cover all other 
veterans, based on a modified MRCA – over time 
Scheme 2 would become the dominant scheme 
(figure 3). 

A complete description of the Commission’s findings, 
recommendations and information requests is avail-
able in the overview of the draft report.

Figure 3: Eligibility under the two schemes
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Decades of collaboration between Australia and 
New Zealand have facilitated substantial economic 
integration across the Tasman. The digitalisation of 
the economy presents new opportunities for both 
countries to work together. In a recent joint proj-
ect, the Australian and New Zealand Productivity 
Commissions have examined the trans-Tasman digi-
tal economy and identified priority areas for growth, 
in particular, opportunities for small to medium 
enterprises (SMEs). 

The trans-Tasman digital economy

In the context of the global digital economy, Australia 
and New Zealand are more similar than different. 
Australian and New Zealand consumers are fast 
adopters and avid users of digital services and tech-
nologies. Firms have high levels of access to the inter-
net and a sizable proportion of firms use the internet 
for sales.

Growing the trans-Tasman 
digital economy – where are 
the opportunities for SMEs?
A joint research paper by the Australian and New Zealand Productivity 
Commissions identified potential areas for policy collaboration across 
the Tasman.
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But despite the far reaching effects of digitalisa-
tion, some things have not changed. First, digital 
technologies have not ‘made the world flat’, as some 
commentators expected. Rather than overcoming the 
distance between Australia, New Zealand and the 
rest of the world, digital technologies have increased 
the returns to scale and agglomeration. 

Second, while there are numerous examples of 
innovation by Australian and New Zealand firms, 
most firms are not at the forefront of digital inven-
tion and production. Adoption of digital technologies 
varies widely by industry and by firms within indus-
tries. The rate of diffusion of different digital tech-
nologies likely reflects the costs and benefits of their 
application by industry and rational individual deci-
sions by firms. The businesses that gain most from 
digital technologies are those that not only install 
new software and hardware, but also make comple-
mentary investments in business reorganisation and 
skills.

Digital government can benefit SMEs – but 
there is still a way to go
Given the ubiquitous nature of ‘digital’ in everyday 
life, there is little to differentiate the digital economy 
from the broader economy; in other words, the 

digital economy is the economy. Therefore, to identify 
growth opportunities, the Commissions looked at the 
broad challenges and opportunities created by the 
digital economy and at what institutional and regu-
latory settings by the Australian and New Zealand 
Governments would be most effective. 

Digitalisation creates opportunities for each 
country to improve regulation and government ser-
vice delivery. Some regulators in Australia and New 
Zealand, such as those overseeing financial markets, 
have responded to the emergence of innovative firms 
by creating new tools to support start-ups, while 
maintaining regulatory oversight. Other regulatory 
issues, such as applying consumer law to digital and 
cross-border transactions or addressing the market 
power of global platforms, are difficult to address in 
isolation and offer fertile ground for joint work.

Government service delivery on both sides of the 
Tasman – from registering a motor vehicle to com-
pleting a tax return – has been improved using digital 
technologies. In some areas, such as trade compli-
ance, greater use of digital technology can reduce 
regulatory burden and the associated costs (figure 1). 
Because these transaction costs can fall more heavily 
on smaller firms than on larger ones, further reduc-
tions could be particularly beneficial to SMEs.

Although many government services 

are now delivered online, a truly 

‘digital government’ remains far from 

a reality across the Tasman. Similar to 

firms, governments must also make 

complementary investments in skills and 

process design to maximise the benefits of 

the digital economy.

In both countries, governments are implementing 
programmes that attempt to lift digital ‘laggards’ 
by targeting digital skills or capabilities. Such pro-
grammes are unlikely to make much difference to 
firm performance, given the importance of comple-
mentary investment (for example, skill development)
and other business capabilities. Similarly, efforts to 
build national digital niches or champions face stiff 
international competition. 
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What is more important for SMEs – and indeed, 
the broader economy – is the enabling environment 
that the Australian and New Zealand Governments 
can create, both domestically and trans-Tasman. An 
enabling environment requires infrastructure, skilled 
workers, open and competitive markets and effec-
tive institutions. In many of these areas, Australia 
and New Zealand are ranked highly compared with 
other advanced economies. Making further progress 
will depend on strengthening those foundations and 
continuing to work together.

Priorities for trans-Tasman policy

This research project coincides with the 15th anniver-
sary of the Single Economic Market (SEM) initiative. 
Through the SEM, the Australian and New Zealand 
Governments aim to:
• reduce the impact of borders
• improve the business environment through regu-

latory coordination 
• improve regulatory effectiveness 
• and support business opportunities through 

industry and innovation policy cooperation.

The Commissions have identified a number of 
policy initiatives that could be added to the agenda, 
including:
• trans-Tasman sharing of credit information
• joint standards for open banking
• trans-Tasman recognition of individual and busi-

ness digital identities
• extending and deepening international regula-

tion on consumer protection for cross border 
transactions

• further streamlining trade compliance processes
• work to improve global trade rules.

Each of these initiatives is fairly narrow in its 
scope. But taken together, these measures could have 
a beneficial impact on the trans-Tasman economy in 
the digital era.

Growing the Digital Economy in Australia and  
New Zealand 
>  Joint Research Report
> Released January 2019
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Figure 1: The costs of importing and exporting are much higher in Australia and  
New Zealand compared with other advanced economies
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The Commission’s task

The Australian Government asked the Productivity 
Commission to assess the effectiveness of the cur-
rent regime for airport regulation against the follow-
ing objectives:
• promoting economically efficient operation of, and 

investment in, airports and related industries
• minimising compliance costs
• facilitating commercially negotiated outcomes 

between airport operators and users.

The inquiry was to focus on aeronautical services 
at airports in Australia’s major cities. The Commission 
was also asked to examine access arrangements for 
regional flights into Sydney Airport and competition 
in markets to supply jet fuel. 

The Commission has conducted inquiries into the 
economic regulation of airports approximately every 
five years since 2002.

Economic regulation of airports
A Commission draft report found that existing airport regulation 
remains fit for purpose, although reforms are needed to enable greater 
scrutiny of airport performance.
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Soaring demand for air travel

Australia is heavily reliant on air transport – it has the 
highest number of domestic airline seats per capita 
in the world. The number of passengers travelling 
through Australian airports has doubled over the 
past 20 years to about 160 million in 2017, and the 
volume of international air freight has also increased 
by around 80 per cent. Australia’s airports are critical 
infrastructure and their performance depends on a 
regulatory regime that promotes efficient operation 
and timely investment. 

What did the Commission’s draft report 
find?
The Commission considers that existing airport 
regulation benefits the community and remains 
fit for purpose. The regime facilitates commercially 
negotiated outcomes and the four airports moni-
tored by the Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission (ACCC) – Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane 
and Perth – have not systematically exercised their 
market power to the detriment of the community.

The Commission assessed the performance of the 
four monitored airports using a range of indicators in 
three areas where performance could be affected by 
the exercise of market power. 
• Operational efficiency – whether an airport pro-

vides services at relatively low cost and uses its 
inputs efficiently, with a level of service quality 
that meets users’ reasonable expectations.

• Aeronautical revenues and charges – whether the 
prices of aeronautical services (as measured by rev-
enues and charges) reflect efficient costs.

• Profitability – whether an airports’ returns are 
reflective of the cost of capital, accounting for the 
long-term nature of airport investments and oper-
ational constraints.

Monitored airports have not systematically 
exercised market power in aeronautical services

Most indicators of the monitored airports’ opera-
tional and financial performance are within reason-
able bounds, although some could present cause for 
concern if considered in isolation (figure 1).
• Melbourne Airport has relatively low costs and, on 

balance, good service quality when compared with 
overseas airports. Its aeronautical charges are in 
line with overseas airports and its returns on aero-
nautical assets are not excessive.

• Brisbane Airport has invested heavily in interna-
tional capacity. It has good service quality and low 
costs compared with the other monitored airports, 
and its returns have been lower than other moni-
tored airports.

• Perth Airport invested in terminal expansions 
during the mining investment boom. While sup-
ported by airlines at the time, there is now excess 
capacity which has led to declining operational 
efficiency and falling returns. Perth Airport has 
relatively high operational costs per passenger, 
although this likely reflects the recovery of costs 
for major investments.

Figure 1: Summary of airport performance

Operational efficiency Aeronautical revenues and charges Profitability

Costs Input  
utilisation

Service  
quality

Domestic 
charges

International 
charges

Revenue Return on  
aeronautical assets

Sydney • • • • • • •
Melbourne • • • • • • •

Brisbane • • • • • • •
Perth • • • • • • •

• Not consistent with the exercise of market power

• Some indicators could be consistent with the exercise of market power

• Could be consistent with the exercise of market power
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• Sydney Airport has relatively high returns, but 
this is less concerning in the context of land con-
straints that have limited growth in its asset base 
more than at the other monitored airports. Further, 
returns should be assessed over a long time period, 
and on that basis Sydney Airport’s returns are not 
indicative of the systematic exercise of market 
power.

Further scrutiny of some aspects of airports’ 
performance is warranted 

Aeronautical charges for international services at 
Sydney and Brisbane airports are high compared with 
overseas airports and this warrants further attention 
(figure 2).

Many consumers resent the cost of car parking 
at the monitored airports. However, the price of at 
terminal parking can largely be explained by the 
value passengers place on convenience, the limited 
amount of land close to the terminal, and the need to 
manage congestion. 

Airports could exercise their market power in land-
side access services, such as those used by taxis and 
shuttle buses, to encourage people to use airport-
owned car parks, but more data is needed to deter-
mine whether this is the case.

Figure 2: Australian and overseas aeronautical charges

a  Schedules published as at October 2018. The domestic charge at Melbourne Airport (MEL: AI) is for airfield and infrastructure services only 
(it excludes terminal services). 

Airport turnaround costs in USD (current published schedules)a

0

737–Purchasing power parity

4000 8000 12000

SYD
BNE

PER
MEL

MEL: AI

BNE

SYD

PER

Australian – Domestic

Australian – International

Overseas – Domestic

Overseas – International

Overseas – Off-peak

Overseas – Peak



24

• that have limited growth in its asset base more 
than at the other monitored airports. Further, 
returns should be assessed over a long time period, 
and on that basis Sydney Airport’s returns are not 
indicative of the systematic exercise of market 
power.

Figure 1 Summary of airport performance

Further scrutiny of some aspects of airports’ 
performance is warranted 

Aeronautical charges for international services at 
Sydney and Brisbane airports are high compared with 
overseas airports and this warrants further attention 
(figure 2).

Many consumers resent the cost of car parking 
at the monitored airports. However, the price of at 
terminal parking can largely be explained by the 
value passengers place on convenience, the limited 
amount of land close to the terminal, and the need to 
manage congestion. 

Airports could exercise their market power in land-
side access services, such as those used by taxis and 
shuttle buses, to encourage people to use airport-
owned car parks, but more data is needed to deter-
mine whether this is the case.

Monitored airports should provide more detailed information on their performance 
In addition to current requirements, monitored airports should be required to provide data on: 

• costs and revenues in relation to the provision and use of aeronautical services for domestic flights and 
for international flights, to determine whether charges are the result of an airport exercising its market 
power, or the higher costs of providing international services

• access charges, terms of access, costs and revenues and for landside services, given that an airport opera-
tor could discourage the use of some transport services that compete with its own car parks

• costs and revenues at Sydney Airport in relation to aeronautical services for flights to regional New South 
Wales, to more easily assess the costs and benefits of regional access arrangements in future.

The ACCC should also update current quality of service monitoring to reflect outcomes that are valued by 
airport users, drawing on the indicators that airports and airlines use in service level agreements.

Sydney Airport
Regional access regimes should be more flexible
Sydney Airport’s regional access arrangements facilitate access for airlines flying to regional destinations, 
but elements of inflexibility in slot management can limit airlines from developing or expanding regional 
routes. Amending the regime to allow airlines to use non regional aircraft movement slots for regional 
or non-regional flights would enable airlines to test and grow regional routes, and use their aircraft more 
efficiently. 

More efficient options for meeting noise control objectives should be considered
Sydney Airport’s cap on aircraft movements restricts the effect of aircraft noise on local residents, although 
this reduces the airport’s efficiency. Options to meet current noise objectives at lower cost will be consid-
ered for the final report.

Anticompetitive clauses should be removed from all agreements
Some agreements between airports and airlines contain anticompetitive clauses. This includes clauses that 
constrain an airline’s access to regulatory remedies for the exercise of market power. Airports also reported 
that some agreements contain clauses that restrict an airport’s ability to offer incentives to airlines other 
than the signatory airline.

Options to promote greater competition in markets for jet fuel should be considered
Jet fuel accounts for the largest single source of airline operating costs. A one cent per litre reduction in 
the fuel price could result in a $90 million reduction in those costs per year. Prima facie, the characteristics 
of markets to supply jet fuel have enabled incumbent fuel suppliers to restrict competition, leading to a 
small number of fuel suppliers at some airports. This has likely led to higher prices to access infrastructure 
services and higher fuel prices. In the final report the Commission will further investigate options to 
promote competition in jet fuel markets.

Tailored reforms are needed to address specific areas of concern

Economic Regulation of Airports 
>  Draft Report   > Issued February 2019
> The Commission’s final report will be presented to the Australian Government in June 2019.
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Review of the National 
Disability Agreement
A recent Productivity Commission study found that a new National Disability 
Agreement between Australian governments is needed to ensure the 
wellbeing of people with disability, and their families and carers. 

In 2008, the Australian and State and Territory 
Governments agreed on a new framework for fed-
eral financial relations, to provide a foundation for 
collaboration on policy and service delivery, and to 
facilitate the implementation of reforms in areas 
of national importance. The centrepiece of this 
arrangement was the establishment of six National 

Agreements covering disability, education, health, 
housing, Indigenous reform, and skills and workforce 
development. 

The Australian Government has asked the 
Productivity Commission to review nationally sig-
nificant sector-wide agreements, beginning with 
the National Disability Agreement (NDA). The 
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Commission was asked to consider the relevance of 
the agreement in the context of contemporary policy 
settings and whether it needs updating in light of 
these. 

The NDA is a high-level agreement between the 
Australian and State and Territory Governments that 
commenced in 2009. Its purpose is threefold: to pro-
mote cooperation (by stating the objective of disabil-
ity policy, the outcomes and outputs to be achieved, 
and high-level reforms and policy directions); 
enhance accountability (through a performance 
reporting framework); and clarify roles and responsi-
bilities of governments in order to improve outcomes 
for people with disability, their families and carers.

The context has changed and the current 
NDA is outdated 
The disability policy landscape has changed markedly 
since the NDA commenced a decade ago, and much 
of what is in it is now outdated. In particular, it does 
not reflect the seismic changes that have occurred 
with the implementation of the National Disability 
Insurance Scheme (NDIS), or the endorsement of the 
National Disability Strategy 2010-2020 (NDS). Some 
study participants argued that the focus on the NDIS 
has taken all of the ‘oxygen out of the sector’ with 
limited attention placed on achieving better out-
comes for people with disability not covered by the 
NDIS – there are approximately 4.3 million people 
in Australia living with a disability; of those, about  
475 000 are expected to receive supports through 
the NDIS.

The current agreement no longer serves its 

purpose, has a weak influence on policy, and 

its performance targets show no progress 

in improving the wellbeing of people 

with disability. A new, reinvigorated NDA 

that improves the lives of all people with 

disability is needed, and should be agreed by 

the start of 2020.

A cohesive architecture for disability policy

The original purpose of the NDA is still relevant 
today. But the NDA is now one of several policies and 
agreements that seek to enhance the quality of life 
for people with disability, their families and carers. 
The multitude of different agreements, strategies 
and plans currently in place are causing unnecessary 
complexity and confusion. 

The Commission has proposed a new 

architecture for disability policy in Australia 

to unify the various agreements, strategies 

and policies relating to disability. Under 

this revised architecture, a new NDA would 

provide the overarching agreement, with the 

NDS and NDIS forming elements within that  

(figure 1).

As the overarching agreement, the new NDA 
should reconfirm the aspirational objective for dis-
ability policy in Australia – that ‘people with disability 
and their carers have an enhanced quality of life and 
participate as valued members of the community’. 
There should also be a single set of outcomes across 
the NDA and the NDS, and as the overarching docu-
ment, these should sit within the NDA. The current 
NDS outcomes should be adopted in the new NDA, as 
well as an outcome relating to families and carers. 
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The new NDA would be reoriented away from 
a service delivery focus, and towards a person-
centred approach that has at its core the individual 
needs, rights and aspirations of people with disabil-
ity, as well as the needs of their carers and families 
(figure 2). This is consistent with the goals of the 
NDIS.

Under the new architecture, the NDS 

would continue to play the essential role 

of articulating policy actions, with these 

actions explicitly linked to the new NDA’s 

outcomes. The NDIS and its bilateral 

agreements and legislation would remain 

separate from the NDA, but the NDA should 

be clear that it covers all people with 

disability, including NDIS participants. 

Clarifying the roles and responsibilities of 
governments in the NDA
Clearly defined roles and responsibilities are fun-
damental for achieving accountability to the com-
munity and for ensuring that adequate supports 
are available for all people with disability and their 
carers. 

With the changes in the disability policy landscape 
over the past decade, the roles and responsibilities 
in the NDA are now out of date. In particular, many 
study participants raised concerns about gaps in 
services for people with disability and carers, includ-
ing in relation to advocacy, carers, support for people 
with psychosocial disabilities, and at the interface 
between the NDIS and mainstream service systems. 

To more comprehensively identify service gaps and 
assign responsibility for addressing them, a ‘gap anal-
ysis’ – which involves identifying community needs 
and government objectives, and assessing them 
against the services that are available or planned – 
should be conducted as a matter of urgency.

Figure 1: A revised disability architecture
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Example outcome area: 
Learning and skills

Rights protection, 
justice and 
legislation

Personal and 
community 
support

Economic 
security

Learning 
and skills

Objective
Health and 

wellbeing

Inclusive and 
accessible 

communities

Family and 
carer wellbeing

Performance indicators and evaluation areas
Sub-outcomes

Figure 2: A person centred National Disability Agreement
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The new NDA should also acknowledge that all 
governments – Australian, State, Territory and Local 
– share responsibility for ensuring their mainstream 
services make reasonable adjustments so that they 
are accessible, inclusive and culturally responsive in 
meeting the needs of all people with disability, par-
ticularly those with complex needs who may need 
differentiated support.

An improved performance reporting 
framework
The NDA’s current performance reporting mecha-
nisms are not effective in spurring government and 
community action. There has been very limited prog-
ress against the NDA’s outcomes and performance 
metrics, with most indicators and benchmarks show-
ing no significant change since 2009 (figure 3). It is 
unlikely that the performance targets in the NDA will 
be met. 

The key elements of the Commission’s proposed 
framework for new indicators are:
• person-centred outcome areas (that specify what 

outcomes are being sought for people with disabil-
ity and carers) 

• performance indicators, which measure progress 
against each of the outcomes, and (if desired) the 
specification of a quantitative target for priority 
performance indicators

• high quality data for measuring performance 
indicators 

• a statement of policy actions (in the NDS) that are 
explicitly linked to each outcome area

• rigorous evaluation of policy actions, which can 
play an important role in performance reporting 
by providing a more fulsome picture of how people 
with disability are affected by government policy

• a public reporting process that outlines what is 
reported and how often, and by whom.

The influence and profile of performance report-
ing for the NDA would be strengthened by tabling 
a ‘National Disability Report’ in the Australian 
Parliament biennially, similar to the Prime Minister’s 
annual report to Parliament on ‘Closing the Gap’ for 
Indigenous people. The National Disability Report 
would assess progress (both quantitatively and quali-
tatively) against the outcomes of the new NDA, and 
include findings from policy evaluation
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Figure 3: Progress towards the NDA’s performance targets
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Review of the National Disability Agreement 
>  Study Report    > Released February 2019
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What works?  
Assessing what works (or not)  
to achieve outcomes for 
government services
The first ‘What Works’ review examined the effectiveness of 
government services aimed at supporting carers of people living 
with dementia. 
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Why this review? Caring for people with dementia

Australia’s population is ageing, and as it does the prevalence of dementia will increase. Around 425 400 
Australians are currently living with dementia, and this is projected to increase to over a million by 2056. 
People with dementia are more likely to be placed in residential aged care than those without dementia. 
More than half of those in permanent residential aged care (about 90 000 people in 2015-17) have 
dementia, and are more likely to require high levels of care than people without dementia.

Preventing or delaying the entry of people with dementia into residential aged care could be beneficial 
because:

• it is consistent with the preferences of many older Australians to ‘age in place’ at home

• it would reduce Australian governments’ aged care costs into the future – residential aged care is more 
costly than home care, accounting for approximately 70 per cent, or $12.1 billion, of governments’ aged 
care expenditure.

The majority of people with dementia live in the community where they rely on informal carers (usually a 
family member) to support them. If older people with dementia are to stay in the community for longer, 
the role of carers is crucial. Interventions that aim to support carers by helping them manage stress, cope 
with problem behaviours, link them with support services, and increase their feelings of self efficacy, may 
be effective in delaying or preventing a person with dementia entering residential aged care.

The Australian Government funds numerous programs that support people living with dementia as well 
as their carers. While government objectives in supporting carers of people with dementia are multifac-
eted, enabling dementia sufferers to stay in the community for longer is one of them.

The ‘What Works’ review aims to identify what interventions to support carers of older people with 
dementia are effective in preventing or delaying entry into residential aged care.

Australian governments spend around $220 bil-
lion a year on a wide range of services, including 
health, education, justice and housing. The Report 
on Government Services (RoGS), produced annu-
ally by the Productivity Commission for the Steering 
Committee for the Review of Government Services 
Provision, contains comparative information on how 
jurisdictions are performing in delivering these ser-
vices, in terms of achieving equity, effectiveness and 
efficiency outcomes. However, the RoGS does not 
identify which services actually work, and why. The 
What Works reviews are intended to complement 
the RoGS by reporting on this, where possible. The 
aim of the reviews is to assess current Australian and 
overseas evidence on whether government services 
achieve their desired objectives.

The first of the ‘What Works’ reviews – an assess-
ment of interventions to support carers of older 
people with dementia – was released in October 

2018. A second ‘What Works’ review – investigating 
what is known about systems that enable the public 
health approach to protecting children – is planned 
for release in 2019. 

Do interventions to support carers of people 
with dementia work?

The evidence base

The review identified 44 randomised controlled trials 
(RCTs)1 of interventions from 48 research studies 
(figure 1). Most of these studies (80 per cent) were 
published after 2000. 

Very few studies had been conducted in Australia. 
There were only two, one of which was conducted in 
the late 1980s. The majority of studies were from the 
United States or Europe. 

1  The review’s scope was restricted to RCTs, as they are more likely than non-randomised studies to measure the effectiveness of the intervention accurately 
and, therefore, are considered to provide a higher quality of evidence.
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The interventions were grouped into four broad 
categories: 
• case management – involving identifying the 

needs of the person with dementia and their carer, 
and planning and co-ordinating the care required, 
including the purchasing of services

• education and skills building – involving building 
carers’ knowledge about dementia and available 
resources, and helping them to develop skills to 
address identified problems, such as managing dif-
ficult behaviours 

• counselling – involving emotion-orientated or 
education-based counselling, including individual, 
family and group therapy

• respite care – involving temporary care services 
(day or overnight) provided to the person with 
dementia to provide a break for the carer. 

Despite variation across interventions, there were 
some key common features:
• the majority were of 12 months or less duration
• most started with an initial short period of intense 

contact that decreased over time

Figure 1: Collecting the evidence – identifying relevant studies

1 The Medline, Ageline and psycINFO databases were searched.

Database search:  
3747 articles1

1033 duplicates removed

Title and abstract screening:  
2714 articles

2171 articles excluded

Full text screening:  
543 articles

498 articles excluded:

•  No measure of  
institutionalisation (188)

• Wrong population (101)

• Wrong intervention type (12)

• Wrong study design (162)

•  Results reported in another included 
article (8)

• Not in English (25)

• Could not source article (2)

45 journal articles included  
from database search

3 journal articles included  
from reference lists

44 RCTs (48 journal articles) included in review
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• all but one were delivered by skilled people such as 
nurses and occupational therapists 

• over half the studies had less than 200 
participants. 
Of the 48 studies, 28 (covering 26 interventions) 

were assessed as high quality. The review primarily 
focused on these studies.

Are the interventions effective – what does the 
evidence show?

Interventions that support carers of older people 
with dementia show limited effectiveness in achiev-
ing the outcome of preventing or delaying entry into 
residential care. Of the 26 high-quality interventions, 
nine were found to have a positive effect on this out-
come, with only three having a positive effect that 
was also statistically significant. 

Of the three effective interventions, none are con-
sidered appropriate for adoption at this stage. One 
was conducted in a context that is substantively dif-
ferent to Australia, so the results are unlikely to be 
transferable. The other two interventions were very 
similar, with one an adaptation of the other. However, 
other adaptations of this intervention were not effec-
tive and therefore the overall evidence for the effec-
tiveness of this approach is inconclusive. 

Implications for service delivery 

The limited evidence of these interventions in pre-
venting or delaying entry to residential aged care has 
several implications. It suggests that other options 
aimed at preventing or delaying entry into residential 
aged care for older people with dementia should be 
explored (or continued). Interventions that seek to 
reduce the risk and delay the progression of demen-
tia, as well as research to improve prevention and 
find effective treatments and cures, for example, may 
be more fruitful avenues.

While the evidence of effectiveness is limited, 
interventions should be considered more broadly. 
First, this review uses a high threshold (95 per cent 
confidence level) that provides a substantial degree 
of certainty regarding whether or not interventions 
prevented or delayed residential care placement. If 
policy makers are willing to accept a lower level of 
certainty then additional interventions might be 
considered (especially if the effect sizes are large). 
Second, in assessing the merits of any intervention, 
costs should be considered (costs of interventions 
were not included in the review). 

The finding of limited effectiveness of carer sup-
port interventions does not suggest that dementia 
related funding for carer services, resources and 
research should be reduced. There are gaps in the 
research, and – perhaps more significantly – sup-
porting carers of people with dementia may have 
important benefits beyond keeping the person with 
dementia at home. 

Interventions to Support Carers of People with 
Dementia 
>  SCRGSP (Steering Committee for the Review of 

Government Service Provision) 
> Released October 2018

>  More information on What Works reviews is  
available on the Commission website at: 
pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-
services/what-works
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Competition in the Australian financial system

The Productivity Commission was asked by the 
Government in May 2017 to review competition 
in Australia’s financial system, with the aim of 
improving consumer outcomes, and enhancing the 
productivity, international competitiveness and inno-
vation of the system. The Commission’s final report 
– released in August 2018 – argued that a policy and 
regulatory focus on maintaining system stability has 
meant that some potential benefits of competition 
have been lost, which has been detrimental for con-
sumers and for the community as a whole. 

The report made recommendations to improve 
competition and consumer outcomes, including: 
changes to mortgage broker remuneration prac-
tices, greater choice and transparency in mortgage 
insurance; practices to reduce the costs to banks of 
lending to small business owners who do not have 
a home to use for loan security; measures to ensure 
banks and brokers operate in the best interests of 
their clients; processes that would provide opportu-
nity for merchants to reduce their costs in accepting 
dual network cards from consumers; and the intro-
duction of an access regime for Australia’s payments 
platform.

Superannuation: assessing efficiency and 
competitiveness 

The Commission’s final report into the efficiency and 
competitiveness of Australia’s superannuation indus-
try was released in January 2019. After a three-stage 
inquiry, the Commission concluded that architectural 
changes are required to ensure the system better 
meets the needs of a modern workforce and a grow-
ing pool of retirees. Fixing structural flaws – such 
as unintended multiple accounts and entrenched 
underperformance – could benefit members by up to 
$3.8 billion a year. The report included recommenda-
tions to protect members’ interests in a number of 
areas, including default fund arrangements, persis-
tent fund underperformance, fund governance, and 
the roles and accountability of regulators.

The Commission has also released several supple-
mentary papers including on economies of scale, 
investment performance, and the fiscal impacts of 
insurance in superannuation. 

Commission news

New commissioned reports

Since the last issue of PC News in mid 2018, the Productivity Commission has released the following inquiry 
reports commissioned by the Australian Government. 
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Murray-Darling Basin Plan: Five-year assessment 

The Productivity Commission has responsibility for 
assessing the effectiveness of the implementation of 
the Murray-Darling Basin Plan and associated Water 
Resource Plans every five years. The Commission’s 
first assessment was conducted during 2018 and the 
final report was released by Government in January 
2019. 

The Commission found that significant progress 
has been made to implement the Plan. About 20 per 
cent of the water that was available for consumptive 
users a decade ago is now dedicated to the environ-
ment, the arrangements for managing environmen-
tal water are working well, and there is evidence 
of improved ecological outcomes at the local and 
system scale. 

While the Commission’s report was finalised 
before the major fish deaths in the Darling River this 
summer, we found that Basin communities are jus-
tifiably concerned about how Menindee Lakes and 
the Darling River are managed, particularly during 

extreme events like the current drought. Addressing 
these issues and delivering a complex and ambi-
tious package of projects and programs to finalise 
resetting the balance between environmental and 
consumptive use of water means that there is still 
significant work to do, and the next phase of imple-
menting the Plan will be challenging. The major-
ity of the Commission’s recommendations involve 
incremental improvements to current arrangements. 
Others are to provide the strong foundations needed 
for the Plan to succeed – sound governance, good 
planning, and effective and adaptive management. 

Further information about the Commission’s current inquiry program is available on the 
Commission’s website www.pc.gov.au
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Log on to the Commission’s website www.pc.gov.au for full details of all current projects.

Current commissioned projects

Indigenous Evaluation Strategy 

Final report to Government: July 2020 Contact: Karen Carmichael 03 9653 2356
Email: indigenous.evaluation@pc.gov.au
Web: pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/indigenous-
evaluation

National Transport Regulatory Reform – Public Inquiry

Issues paper: May 2019
Draft report: October 2019
Final report to Government: April 2020

Contact: Yvette Goss 03 9653 2253
Email: transport@pc.gov.au
Web: pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/transport

Expenditure on Children in the Northern Territory – Commissioned Study

Issues paper: May 2019
Draft report: TBA
Final report to Government: April 2020

Contact: Marianna Olding 03 9653 2194
Email: nt.children@pc.gov.au
Web: pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/nt-children#open

Remote Area Tax Concessions and Payments – Commissioned Study

Issues paper: 12 March 2019
Draft report: August 2019
Final report to Government: February 2020

Contact: Pragya Giri 02 6240 3250
Email: remotetax@pc.gov.au
Web: pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/remote-tax#issues

Mental Health – Public Inquiry

Issues paper: January 2019
Draft report: TBA
Final report to Government: May 2020

Contact: Tracey Horsfall 02 6240 3261
Email: mental.health@pc.gov.au
Web: pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/mental-health#draft

Economic Regulation of Airports – Public Inquiry

Issues paper: 9 July 2018
Draft report: 6 February 2019
Final report to Government: June 2019

Contact: Karen Carmichael 03 9653 2356
Email: airports@pc.gov.au
Web: pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/airports-2019#report

Compensation and Rehabilitation for Veterans – Public Inquiry

Issues paper: May 2018
Draft report: December 2018
Final report to Government: June 2019 

Contact: Pragya Giri
Email: veterans@pc.gov.au
Web: pc.gov.au/inquiries/current/veterans#issues

20 May 2019
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