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REPORT








The Neo-Social Security





Centrelink was birthed four years ago as the Australian federal welfare organization administering payments to people in hardship.  A quasi-corporation is now doing the job of the former Social Security.  The fiscal paradigm or money-for-welfare determines the public perception of Centrelink.  Other business includes linkage, brokerage, referrals and assessment but these are secondary to the enormous task of paying benefits to a vast number of Australians each fortnight. Young persons who cannot return home for various reasons occupy the most significant proportion of the agency’s social-work time in assessing their claims (SWIS).  Crucially it is in this context that the social workers interface with grassroots youth agencies.  It was this interface that I sought to investigate.  Social workers appeared to function at the point of regulation and service provision.  I wanted to know how well they coped with the adminstration of that role and more importantly how that was perceived by the crucial players in that arena.





The Specialist Youth Services Unit


With a mix of social workers and customer service officers the Specialist Youth Service Unit is located in an area of high unemployment to provide maximum assistance to disadvantaged young people where community knowledge is crucial.  They frequently visit young people outside the office environment, including; refuges, hostels, prisons, drop-in centres and other places that young people are familiar with; and participate in outreach and networking, including community development projects to establish and maintain a high level of service delivery coordination and effectiveness across the range of local youth organizations and agencies.  Schools are a main focus of work and they seek to enhance outreach services there as well as state and local government and community sector agencies providing youth services, prisons and detention centres and TAFE colleges etc.  It was whlist working at the unit that I embarked on an examination of the relationship between Centrelink and the staff at the youth agencies I encountered daily.


Non-Government Youth Agencies





How successful are Centrelink social workers in developing professional working relationships with community youth agencies?  What place do young people occupy in this liberal market-driven system?  What are the descriptors of good liaison or a network of services?  What is the nature of primary case management�?  Should this be shared?  What are the inherent tensions in social workers’ criteria-based assessments when scrutinized by community-based agencies?  Centrelink’s senior social workers are expected to develop community links as a requirement of their duty statement.  Are they performing that role adequately?  What are the measurement standards?  These questions formed the basis for my inquiry.  But before I could proceed I had to detemine what I was studying.





McClure Report





Since the early 1990s the case-management industry has grown dramatically.  But now we have a different phenomenon, the case-management model agency.  Notions of welfare inequality predominate.  Patrick McClure’s report “Participation Support for a More Equitable Society” (2000 Australia) Family and Community Services, the nation's social support system must be judged by its capacity to help people access opportunities for economic and social participation...a new focus on participation without any dilution of the important contribution made by the income support 'safety net'’ where such notions of dependency are replaced by what I refer to as an ‘ideology of transition.’  This is a description Centrelink’s position.  Habermas writes of the nature of ascetic Protestantism transforming ordinary worldly action and behaviour (Pusey P556).   Herein lies the point of contact between the prevalent economic determinism and social functional control or case management.  The vision informing such a policy thrust is a faith in the market to regulate welfare provision.





The Lost Eden of Informal Care





Where does this faith come from?  Surely market forces give no pretext for such a thrust as Capitalism has a reputation for extraordinary waste.  Martin Bulmer has hypothesized Ferdinand Toennies’ notions of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft.  Reciprocity describes and informs the policy thrust from which case management of all things, draws its legitimacy.  Community has intrinsic problems of definition mostly related to neighbours and neighbouring as these actual patterns of social interaction are important for the provision of social care.   Case management with its emphasis on informal care appears to be a method of attempting to recapture a lost identity within community.  Bulmer idealizes informal ties within the community (gemeinschaft).  For him it all began as a product of many attempts to alleviate the plight of the vulnerable and disposed. (Toennies p192)  Formalized informal social care is an attempt to create an association of gemeinschaft.   At a higher level there are associations of gesellschaft (societies); large corporations or public bureaucracies where notions of competition and individuality predominate.  Finally, unions of gesellschaft represent attempts to reintroduce notions of personal ties into a bureaucratic system – codes of ethics, personal face-to-face decision making etc.





Centrelink’s Vision





In 1997 the Centrelink strategic directions document envisioned Centrelink will be the major contract manager of government services in Australia.  It will also be exporting services overseas.  There will be strategic partnerships with a wide range of agencies... Centrelink employees will be able to work with a customer to understand all their family’s needs (sic.) and how to best get solutions.  By 2000 much of that statement had been achieved.  Centrelink’s inception as a statutory authority marks an implicit centralization of directive and economic power to the client departments - this is the largest demonstration of the purchaser-provider divide in the history of public service worldwide. The primacy of economic over other concerns describe a belief that market processes deliver better social and economic outcomes than the effects of other forms of government intervention.  Client departments detail the services Centrelink provides.  This is very different from the way government deals with private business.  The relationship with the client departments has been described in terms of a monopsony; one purchaser, in this case government, for the services provided.  However, the number of government departments that use Centrelink has grown to nine federal and many other state and territory government departments.  There is no shortage of sponsors as Centrelink has demonstrated unique structural and payment-welfare mechanisms.  Its influence is quite broad evolved from horizontal integration as it absorbed similar functions acquired from other public services. There is a change in how and why business is performed.  To motivate proactively supersedes the passive claims process.  As a case-management organization the specific professional flagship of social work is the primary drive for Centrelink.





Carriers of the history





Centrelink can be viewed as an attempt to reconstruct notions of bureaucracy.  Johan Galtung has expanded Toennies thesis into a postmodern context (Galtung p171).  The nightmarish deculturation of society is Leibniz’ monadism.  Whatever is human can hardly survive in total isolation.  But we can easily imagine interaction reduced to a thin minimum...making society a set of isolates more than a structure relating positions filled with individuals (Galtung p169).  In Galtung’s world monads are independent products of the pinnacle of capitalism, which is the postmodern.  Monads are consuming units (human but not dependent) whose individualism is not even expressed by a contrast with a sense of community.  This is far more than Toennies ever intended.  Where does an ethics-driven association of gesellschaft, such as Centrelink, lie in all this?  Can Centrelink be described as that, now?  This was the initial articulated goal of the organization but the philosophy of the marketplace may have superseded it and a clash of philosophies or nexus has occurred between those who carry a history of inclusive welfarism such as social workers and an organization firmly wedded to notions of primary citizenship through participation.





Other Models





The International Monetary Fund has written of the Australian perspective.  The Social Security system here is largely social-assistance based.  The taxpayer contributes to the welfare provision of the benefits from consolidated revenue.  For the most part monetary benefits are rigorously means or asset tested in line with the principle that only those in need should be entitled to taxpayers’ money.  There are some very notable exceptions to this principle.  The Child Disability Allowance, the Carer Allowance and the Blind Pension are all flat rate and non-asset tested.  They are politically sensitive areas and stand as examples of the supremacy of popular sentiment.  This contrasts with British and European models of welfare that have a large social insurance component.  In contrast they are earnings-related benefits funded by employee contributions and paid at a flat rate or incremental scale when out of work (Jackson p32).  The payments are severely limited in length and often supported by supplementary benefits that are themselves funded from taxation.





The Australian Perspective





These two principles are important to what is happening in Australia.  The World Bank has been highly critical of social insurance arguing it leads to greater unemployment, so the received wisdom goes, because the financial burden of social insurance models falls on the employer and employee through the social insurance levy or payroll tax, or through proportionately higher wages to support the schemes.  Yet one must be cautious of such outright condemnation.  The criticism of social insurance models rests on the assumption that supplementary benefits funded from taxes eventually pick up the residual welfare payments or those in labour pay for those who are unemployed through their employee contributions.  The total-tax-funded system of Australian social security with its strict criteria-based assessments is viewed as ideal.





Minimum Wages





Are social assistance models such as that of Australia better than the social insurance models abroad? Unemployment levels appear similar, if not a little higher here per capita.  Compared with Europe Australia has a vast farming and mining base with little heavy industry.  A meagerly industrialized economy dependent on farming and mineral wealth would hardly sustain the historical development of a social insurance model.  Australia’s welfare roots lie in income support not welfare for the unwaged.  However, the position, now is different.  The Australian model is certainly cheaper and specific and rigorously targeted.  The history of high employment and wage pegging through the minimum wage legislation, unique to Australia, has led to a strong emphasis on the wage earner (Castles); a much stronger emphasis than exists in countries where unemployment is an inter-generational phenomenon.  The debate remains moot.  Paradoxically other countries, with social insurance models, have the safety net of tax-funded supplementation.  Indeed, criteria-based payment-welfare has become a universal.  It takes political courage to remove even the small remuneration of an anachronistic non-means-tested unemployment benefit.  The difficulty never existed in Australia.  Minimum wages meant that employers were already subject to scrutiny and a payroll tax or employment stamp to pay for a flat rate benefit would have been well-nigh impossible to implement.





Space Between Government and Public





Nigel Parton has described the space between the public and private as occupied by social work.  The principles laid out by Felix Beistek and Francis Hollis of respect, individualization, confidentiality and self-determination are part of the role social workers perform whilst positioned here.  Centrelink has clearly embraced this position.  Its ethical shared behaviours of listening, exploration, respect and collaborative problem solving are synonymous with Biestek’s principles.  Unlike other case-management-using organizations Centrelink describes the space it occupies in terms of discrete case-management functions.  Centrelink’s core business is assessment, linkage, referrals, payments and brokerage.  In comparison an advertising leaflet for the Social Work department at Charles Sturt University in New South Wales describes the learning objectives of what is deemed a classical case management course (for 1999)  as making linkages and referrals to agencies...implementing a brokerage model...a community needs assessment and an individual assessment.   The language of case management has become so identified with social work as to encapsulate all that social work is!  Now there is an agency, which has not only moved into the space formerly occupied by social work but has also impressed upon the social work profession a case-management model per se.





Career Homelessness





In order to address the functionality of the social workers in Centrelink we must have a clear idea of what they do.  Social work is far more than merely performing a social-work task.  Their training is steeped in person-in-environment theory, namely the recognition of the unique space occupied by a person in relation to all other surrounding environmental factors.  They describe and interpret the symbolic meanings which occur in a person’s life for example, “What does homelessness and unemployment mean to a young person and how does she experience it?”   Not all homeless young people are destitute.  Often, though the young person may be quite mobile, he or she has temporary accommodation.  Street kids only make up a percentage of the population of homeless youth, about one-fifth according to the Burdekin Report (HREOC).  More often the young person has a semi-itinerant lifestyle using emergency accommodation occasionally to frequently.  A three-tier model of the homeless population has emerged.  Primary homelessness living on the streets, parks etc., secondary homelessness moving around using emergency accommodation, teenagers living in youth refuges...or temporarily with friends and tertiary homelessness residents of private boarding houses (who) do not have a separate bedroom and living room (Chamberlain and Mackenzie p 21).   This career progression is well known in the field of youth servicing.  Good liaison and information sharing among the agencies (including Centrelink youth social workers) can effectively monitor the changing needs of the young person.





Schools





Criteria for the youth allowance include alcohol and drug problems, physical assault, sexual assault, criminal activity and mental health problems in the family.  Youth social workers safeguard and provide a guarantee to the agency when dealing with extraordinarily sensitive issues and as professionals undertake supervision and continuing professional education in such areas as family therapy, specialist facilitation skills, teamwork and a whole raft of specialisms from youth suicide to post-trauma counseling.  Most young people have their first experience of homelessness while...at school...and a number of studies indicate that young people are usually fifteen or younger when they first become homeless (Crane and Brannock).  If young people remain at school and located in their local community, then they are less likely to become deeply involved in the homeless subculture.  It is only when young people drop out of school and leave behind their local ties, that they tend to make the transition to chronic homelessness.  Once this happens, there is no longer an institutional site where they can be reached and the opportunity for early intervention has passed.  The...policy objective is to focus on schools as sites for early intervention and prevention (Chamberlain and Mackenzie p 171).  





Survey of the non-Government Youth Agencies in Western Australia





Knowledge and effective monitoring of such issues lie at the core of what is required for good social work practice with young people.  It was in this climate that I sought to determine the level of understanding of what Centrelink does in the community and what in particular the youth social workers do in assessing complex claims made by young people.  This study had to conform to the direction in which the department is traveling and there are a variety of issues related to the reputation of social workers among the youth agencies.  The assessment measures were those outlined in the shared behaviours of the organization; listening, exploration, respect and collaboration.  The survey itself took the form of trigger-question telephone interviews.  The take-up rate and level of detail is often remarkably scant from requests for information from proformas.  I chose to avoid this trap and aimed for a 100% response by using a relatively small sample and keeping the questions simple and open-ended.  I conducted the telephone interviews myself.  What does Centrelink do?  (What is its business?)  What does Centrelink do for young people?  What do Centrelink social workers do?  What do you want your Centrelink social workers to do?  What service do they offer to youth agencies?  What should they offer them?  The questions exposed the social-work service to comparison with the ideal or preferred service.  It is these comments, which may be effectively used to enhance the role of social workers in Centrelink.





Methodology





The questions aimed to gauge the participants’ perceptions of Centrelink and its social-work service.  Six executives of local youth agency peak bodies completed the survey from 11th  to 26th April 2002.  The agencies surveyed were the Jobs Placement Employment and Training program, Youth Focus (State Government), Step One Street-Work Program (Anglican), Manager Youth Services Mercy Community Services (Catholic), Young House (a country residential hostel) and Juvenile Justice Division of the Department of Justice (State Government).  The questions are open-end requests for information and sought to determine the understanding of Centrelink, its functions and the role of its youth social workers.  The goal was information to identify the strengths of the social workers and examine the quality of service provided to young people and the agencies.





What does Centrelink do? (What is its business?)





Responses to this question would help me determine the perception of the organization in the minds of participants.  It’s not so unsophisticated as it might appear.  If there is any complexity then responses should reflect just that.  Is Centrelink merely a payer of money to the poor?  Or does it do other things?  Is there really an indivdiual obligation of primary citizenship through participation?  Sure enough the responses did indicate a sophisticated awareness of the role of Centrelink in administering payments and its business-driven language within the competitive arena of non-government tendering i.e. words and phrases such as core business, business emphasis and linkage.  The language places Centrelink firmly in the payment paradigm.  It is payment-as-welfare that motivates the responses to this question.  Clearly a fiscal paradigm would be of enormous interest for an agency taking over the bulk of welfare payments to Australian welfare recipients.  But there is another element here one of obligation or deserving.  A contract between benefactor and recipient is reminiscent of the origins of social work in ideas of patronage.  However, a far subtler mutuality of obligation, the-state-will-provide-money-if- you-look-for-work, is at the forefront of youth workers’perceptions of Centrelink.





“It’s an agency that organises payments and subsidies for people in financial need.


It assists people in hardship and develops programs for them such as Work-for-the-Dole.”


Manager JPET, Cannington.





It administers welfare payments.  Provides a range of services around core business -” administrative roles to resolve difficulties that may arise.  They make sure people are meeting their requirements for payment i.e. mutual obligation.”


Step One Street-Work Program, Anglicare.





“An income support agency.  It carries out government policy regarding income support.  Core business is determined in providing financial support to those who need it e.g. Special Benefit, employment benefit.  And monitor their mutual obligations and Job Network referrals.”


Manager Youth Services, Mercy Community Services.





What does Centrelink do for young people? 





Descriptions of Centrelink reflect those of many bureaucracies attempting to administer welfare.  Community is less evident and functionality is at the forefront of thoughts on Centrelink work.





“Centrelink administers payments to young people in study, in work or on special benefit.  For those who are at risk they have more regular, intensive contact. Our contact with Victoria Park is very different from other offices - we have a very good working relationship with the Youth Services Unit.  Staff are willing to work with young people...other offices are not as prompt and access via the 13 number is impossible for young people.  Our client group is very at-risk.”


Step One Street-Work Program, Anglicare.





“They administer the payments that young people are entitled to.  They do not understand lack of literacy or the potential lack.  Although they do their work efficiently the person may have been in the queue for a couple of hours and they are impatient.  Many young people do not understand what they are told...the young person queues up for an hour, which is not good enough, and are told they haven’t got the right documentation.  The customer service officers handle breach issues and proof of identity very, very badly.”


Manager Youth Services, Mercy Community Services.





What do Centrelink social workers do?





Government agencies including Centrelink use practical but complex bureaucratic definitions of homelessness to determine eligibility for welfare benefit, particularly the unreasonable-to-live-at-home rate of Youth Allowance.  Youth agencies on the other hand use advocacy definitions to highlight the needs of homeless young people.  For example youth workers may articulate broad explanations of a person’s plight and may refer to the conditions under which the young person exists in a life of drudgery.  The tension lies in the conflict between the two methods of defining need.  Often staff at youth agencies are dismayed at the seemingly cold application of criteria to what they see as the emotive and pressing needs of the individual young person, one who is sometimes truly at risk.  How well do social workers communicate the restrictions on their ability pay the Youth Allowance to such persons or justify refusal in the face of opposition or criticism from the youth agencies themselves?





“They do in-depth assessments of young person’s circumstances - if they can’t live at home.  They contact parents and others to support their claims.  Social work staff assist with difficulties that may arise if they (the young person) gets cut off - this is not as common at regular Centrelink offices.  However, a social worker from the  YSU, in one example, visited the young person applying for Special Benefit.  This is ideal.  Other young people have been discouraged by their response from other offices because the young person’s access to the process has been impeded.”


Step One Street-Work Program, Anglicare.





“Saviours of the young persons’ lives.  Go talk to a social worker and invariably they solve the issues the young person is having.  They are more empathetic and they have more time.  They assess the independent rate of Youth Allowance for young people.  The Youth Services Unit at Victoria Park makes it easier for young people - they explain the process.  They understand where the young person is coming from.  They are more empathetic to the young person than the general Centrelink offices.  They probably have a smaller caseload.  I send young people straight there.  Very difficult to access Centrelink offices.  They are the right people and understand homeless young people.  They do their job properly - if they are rejecting a claim they do it sensitively and appropriately.”


Manager Youth Services, Mercy Community Services. 


 


“Assess young people.  Link people in with support services.  There are a number of youth agencies.  The biggest problem is isolation.  When conflict occurs in the home environment the young person cannot get away.  Centrelink needs to simplify its processes...the language is too complicated.”


Manager, Young House ALBANY





What do you want your Centrelink social workers to do?  


Social workers are often subject to the crisis nature of the office culture.  As professional troubleshooters they work, with varying degrees of success, to guide vulnerable claimants through the payment process.  This business or busyness takes up a great amount of their office time and can force a lack of availability.  The organization has a certain level of protection of its staff but many staff at youth agencies do not have a comprehensive list of social workers’ direct telephone numbers for example.  Correspondence by e-mail is lax and face-to-face dialogues are often ad hoc and sometimes very brief.  It’s perhaps a tribute to the self-restraint of the professionals involved that the role conflict is not greater.  Yet the overall reputation of Centrelink social workers is excellent.  Their core business is admirable and personal vocational commitment, though patchy, is acknowledged.  How can Centrelink free its social workers to community tasks?





“Be friendly and open-minded.  Open up doors for our (JPET) workers to offer support for the young person.  Joint case management with the social worker.”


Manager JPET, Cannington.





“Young people do not differentiate between social workers and customer service officers...but experienced Centrelink social workers have a much better understanding than some of the new ones.  Accessibility is the real key.  If a young person has to go to a meeting with a social worker in an office then this is a very formal setting...they often give up if the process is too hard ...”


Step One Street-Work Program, Anglicare.





What service do they offer to youth agencies?  What should they offer them?


Devonport CSC have trialed a strategy of placing a social worker at a local high school where there has been a high incidence of young people leaving school, not notifying Centrelink of their change of status and subsequently incurring a debt.  The presence of the social worker has highlighted issues of information about Centrelink services and procedures.  The most common information requested was around issues of the rights of the student to receive the Youth Allowance payment rather than the parents, obligations if they decide not to continue as students and issues around overpayments and debts.  (Devonport) The target of the early intervention trial was a school easily identifiable as the source of many youth at-risk.  Western Australia does not have the same concentration of social problems in one school, in this instance the Tasmanian experience is similar to that of a country region.  The lesson, however, should not be overlooked.





“The YSU is a model of good practice.  At least they offer immediate answers to questions.  This immediacy of response is a vital function of accessibility..if we didn’t have that contact with Victoria Park then the relationship with Centrelink would be impossible.”


Step One Street-Work Program, Anglicare.





“They are prepared to listen to what youth agencies have to say with regard to an individual customer...on the whole I’m very pleased with Centrelink social workers and particularly the YSU.”


Manager Youth Services, Mercy Community Services.





“The rural downturn has been drastically underestimated by political advocates for rural citizens.  Local Members of Parliament are financially secure and really don't understand the issues of country poverty as it exists today.  I attended the Drug Summit in Perth recently.  I was there for a week - I didn't have to leave the four walls of Parliament House to do business.  There is no real sense of the issues involved, young people's issues, that is.  They (parliamentarians) don't understand how hard it is for young people who are undereducated, vulnerable and poor.  The balancing act of Centrelink's mutual obligations becomes too hard for such people.”  


Reconstruction and Clarification


Although the report has a disclosed a very positive public profile for the Centrelink youth social workers in WA there is a need for the redistribution of work and responsibilities at peak times throughout the various offices.  The use of the Intake Model should be seen in the light of this high workload and target those offices needing supplementary support.  


The requirements of servicing youth agencies involves the direct intervention of the senior social worker to increase the profile of Centrelink social work services at the various forums located in the Metropolitan areas.  


Questions have been raised about what is the ability of the organization to affect policy at the highest level given its client agreements with the various funding government departments.  This argument has been framed in terms of a compromised position that Centrelink occupies as solely funded from government.  The monopsonistic funding agreements may seem to wholly influence Centrelink.  However, the converse is also true.  Many changes have been requested to superordinate agencies about Youth Allowance and the new provision of crisis payments for people escaping domestic violence.  These have been articulated by social workers and far from stifling the influence on government there may be some evidence to suggest that the demarcation between the two has led to more policy intervention.  Similarly their influence on breaching procedures has led to a considerable amelioration of the effects of such breaches on vulnerable and at-risk young people (Green).


Social workers provide an integrative approach to all customers.  The discretionary payment of the unreasonable-to- live-at-home rate of Youth Allowance can itself be viewed as an integrative social work function as social workers assess complexity in contrast to an otherwise criteria-demarcated payment structure.  Furthermore its social workers have external (external to Centrelink, that is) frames of reference; the Australian Association of Social Workers’ code of ethics, the theoretical framework enshrined in university training and other social workers employed by outside agencies to name but three.  To segment the service within the organization would unnecessarily restrict their function and could generate significant resistance when social workers anticipate a dilution of their professional role. �
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�Case management has a checkered history and has been resented as a de-professionalised process.  It has all but shed its theoretical roots (in systems theory and the Unitary Approach of Talcott Parsons) whilst recognizing systematic problem solving by goal-setting as the sole method of intervention.  Social work systems theory is much broader and encompasses a strong emphasis on community work to generate the required services or mobilize existing infrastructures to address a need (Pincus and Minahan).
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