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The Industry Skills Fund (ISF), which commenced in January 2015, supports micro, small and 
medium-sized businesses (SMEs) to improve the skills of their workforces and help them better 
position themselves for future growth. The Youth Employment Pathways (YEP) and the Training for 
Employment Scholarships (TES) pilot programs commenced in March 2015 (YEP and TES are 
collectively known as Youth Pilots). Their aim was to trial new approaches for increasing the 
participation of at risk, or disengaged, young people in education, training and/or employment. 

In June 2016, ACIL Allen Consulting (ACIL Allen) was engaged by the Department of Education and 
Training (Education) to undertake an independent evaluation of the ISF, including the Youth Pilots. 
The evaluation methodology included a literature review, business surveys and extensive 
consultations with key stakeholders. 

The evaluation of the ISF Program examined its policy framework, strategic merit, design and 
performance in order to identify ways in which the design and delivery of the Program might be 
improved.  

This Review found that the ISF is strategically well positioned relative to other training and 
employment programs, and is a well-designed and effective vehicle for supporting micro, small and 
medium-sized businesses that are pursuing a growth opportunity but need assistance to capture that 
opportunity. The expansion of the eligibility criteria to include unincorporated businesses and the 
introduction of the Northern Australia objective in September 2015 broadened the scope of the 
Program. The Review also found that the ISF Programôs broad design principles are consistent with 
the best practice approaches identified in the literature review of similar programs overseas. 

Businesses that have accessed the ISF Program are overwhelmingly positive about it. A clear majority 
of businesses surveyed by ACIL Allen were very satisfied with their experience with ISF processes, 
the Skills Advisers and the Program funding arrangements. They identified a range of positive 
outcomes from their involvement in the Program. Many stakeholders consulted for this Review 
consider that the ISF is unique and highly valuable in terms of its offerings and design. Hence, the 
recommendations provided in this report are directed to enhancing the future delivery and 
performance of a Program that is already highly valued by all stakeholders, rather than suggesting 
major changes in scope or approach.  

The evaluation of the Youth Pilots sought to identify examples of best practice delivery to inform the 
future development of training policy to support Australian business development and international 
competitiveness. The Review found that the YEP and TES programs were worthwhile initiatives to trial 
new approaches to dealing with challenging issues. The pilots ended in May 2016 and the results 
achieved were mixed, with YEP being relatively successful while TES largely failed to deliver on its 
objectives. Nevertheless, the issues that these programs sought to address remain important and the 
pilots should provide valuable lessons for future program design and implementation. 
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ACIL Allenôs review of the ISF and the Youth Pilot Programs found that: 

1. There are a number of barriers to Indigenous businessesô participation in the ISF Program. 
These barriers either need to be addressed or another more appropriate program identified for 
pursuing the Indigenous-related objectives. 

2. It is evident from our consultations that the role of Skills Advisers requires clarification and the 
Advisers need more support in order to optimise the potential benefits of engaging this highly 
skilled and expert cohort. 

3. The TES Program however, did not use a broker organisation, such as a Community Service 
organisation (CSO) to connect businesses to employees. The incentives for small businesses to 
invest in training new or recently arrived employees were also insufficient. 

4. The marketing campaign used for the Youth Pilots was not successful in raising awareness 
amongst potential applicants. The YEP Program overcame this challenge in part at least through 
its use of CSOs. However, the TES program was unable to attract more than a handful of 
applicants.  

5. Issues associated with Program communication were a recurring theme. At the heart of 
stakeholdersô concerns is the communication style and channels used by the Department for the 
ISF Program. Communication within the Department and between the Department, Skills 
Advisers and businesses needs to be improved over time. 

6. The ISFôs administrative processes could be enhanced by taking a more órisk awareô, rather than 
órisk avoidanceô approach. The questioning and testing of Skills Advisers advice and the 
relatively limited delegation of decision-making power to Education state offices are also areas of 
concern.  

7. The success of the YEP Program lies in the use of CSOs to help the Department to deliver the 
Program. CSOs are ideally placed to identify young people at risk and to develop tailored 
solutions which meet the individual circumstances of a young person. The flexibility given to 
CSOs to use Program funding in a variety of ways to deliver case management, group based 
support or a combination of both also contributed to the success of the pilot Program. 

8. The incompatibility between the Department of Industry, Innovation and Scienceôs Strategic 
Grants Management System (SGMS) and the HP Records Manager document management 
system used by Education is leading to additional administrative effort by the Departmentôs staff.  

9. The reductions in ISF funding in late 2015 and in the 2016 Budget have reduced the number of 
businesses that can benefit from the ISF. 

Based on the conclusions of the Review and the above findings ACIL Allen has made six 
recommendations. These are shown in Box ES.1. 
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BOX ES 1 RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

1. The design of the ISF should be reviewed and changes considered that would better allow the strategic intent of the 

Programôs Indigenous component to be realised in the future. 

2. The Department should consider changes to the ISF that would strengthen the role of the Skills Advisers and allow 

them to make a greater contribution. 

3. Piloting programs to test their design and their ability to deliver the objectives set for them, before a more widespread 

roll out of the program occurs, is a sensible approach. The lessons learned from the Youth Pilots should be taken into 

account in the design of any similar programs in the future. Where appropriate that information should be shared with 

other departments with an interest in youth employment programs, such as the Department of Employment. 

4. Ways to improve outwards communication about the ISF and with clients and stakeholders should be considered and 

improvements implemented on an ongoing basis. 

5. Changes to delegations should be considered to give more authority to the Departmentôs state offices. Any changes 

should be consistent with adopting a risk aware based approach to decisions. 

6. Continue with efforts to improve aspects of the SGMS system pending the implementation of an enhanced grants 

management system through the whole-of-government Industry Hub. 

SOURCE: ACIL ALLEN 
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1  I N T R O D U C T I O N 

1 
 Introduction 

  

1.1 Background 

On 19 January 2015, the then Assistant Minister for Education and Training issued a press release 
announcing the opening of applications for a national skills fund, the Industry Skills Fund (ISF). In the 
announcement, the Assistant Minister said:1 

éthe Fund, which will provide up to 200,000 training places and skills advice for businesses over the 

next four years, was a key element of the Abbott Governmentôs Industry Innovation and 

Competitiveness Agenda. 

This is a new way of providing support to businesses that need to upskill or retrain their employees to 

enable their business to grow, diversify, adopt new technologies, or take advantage of new market 

opportunities. For the first time, employers will be supported to decide what training is needed in their 

business, and which training provider they want to work with, to boost their business productivity and 

competitiveness. 

The ISF gives priority to small and medium-sized businesses (SMEs); including micro businesses that 
are seeking to upskill and or reskill their workforces to better position themselves for growth 
opportunities. It also targets businesses seeking growth in priority sectors, such as advanced 
manufacturing, food and agribusiness, medical technology, mining equipment, and oil, gas and energy 
resources. It offers businesses seeking training support the opportunity to obtain a contribution from 
the government of between 25 and 75 per cent of the cost of training. The contribution rate depends 
on the number of employees in the business, with smaller businesses receiving higher levels of 
support. 

The ISF builds on past investments in skills development by successive governments. The ISF 
succeeded the National Workforce Development Fund (NWDF) which was closed following an 
announcement in the 2014 Federal Budget. The NWDF allowed eligible organisations to apply for 
funding to support the training of existing workers and new workers in areas of identified business and 
workforce development need. The NWDF was targeted towards accredited training delivered through 
a mixture of business, professional associations and employment service providers.  

The ISF represents a new approach to skills development by offering individual businesses or 
consortia the opportunity to obtain funding support for training places and support services. The 
Program initially offered funding of $476 million over four years for up to 200,000 training and support 
places to commence from 1 January 2015. This was increased to $664 million over five years for over 
250,000 places in the 2015 Budget. However, the amount of funding available was reduced from the 

                                                           
1  Press Release, 19 January 2015, óApplications open for new $476 million skills 

fundô,https://ministers.education.gov.au/Birmingham/applications-open-new-476-million-skills-fund 
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end of 2015 in line with changes in the Governmentôs fiscal priorities and decisions around the federal 
budget.   

The 2014-15 Mid-Year Economic and Fiscal Outlook provided new funding of $43.8 million over three 
years to establish two ISF Youth Pilot programs, to commence from 1 March 2015. These were the 
Youth Employment Program (YEP) and the Training for Scholarships Program (TES). The aim of the 
Youth Pilots was to trial new approaches that sought to increase the participation of at-risk or 
disengaged young people in education, training and/or employment. 

From its introduction until 30 June 2016, the ISF Program growth stream has provided support to 
nearly 800 businesses and approximately 21,000 training places and support services to managers 
and employees. The Youth Pilots have assisted approximately 1,400 young people. 

As the ISF has now been in place for over 18 months it is timely to consider how the Program is 
operating, what outcomes it has achieved and whether its design features are aligned with the needs 
of Australian businesses, the Australian Governmentôs policy agenda and the ability of the training 
market to support the ISFôs objectives.  

This report provides the first formative and summative evaluation of ISF and its Youth Pilots. The 
outcomes of the evaluation will be used by the Australian Government to inform further policy 
development and the ongoing delivery of business focused training programs. 

1.2 Purpose 

ACIL Allen was engaged by the Education in June 2016 to undertake an independent review of the 
ISF, including the Youth Pilots. Grahame Cook Consulting was engaged by ACIL Allen to assist in the 
Review. 

The purpose of the evaluation was to consider the design features and performance of the ISF 
Program and identify ways in which it could be enhanced for the future. This includes understanding 
how the various stakeholders involved in the ISF perceive its performance. 

The evaluation was focused on both the strategic and operational factors influencing the design and 
delivery of the ISF and Youth Pilots. The Reviewôs objectives are listed in B Box  

 

BOX 1.1 OBJECTIVES OF THE INDEPENDENT REVIEW 
 

ð Provide a strategic evaluation of the ISF by assessing whether the policy settings are fit for purpose or 

require redesign, and make recommendations for the most appropriate support mechanism to meet business 

and training needs. 

ð Assess the ISFôs weaknesses and strengths. 

ð Assess to what extent the ISF has met its policy objectives. 

ð Provide evidence of the impacts/benefits for: micro, small, medium and large businesses; and priority 

industries in metro, rural and regional Australia, including a specific focus on Northern Australia. 

ð Provide formative and summative analysis of the suitability of Program intent, delivery and impact (which 

includes consideration of the ISFôs appropriateness, cost effectiveness and efficiency of models of delivery). 

ð Highlight the challenges that may be embedded in the ISFôs design and identify barriers to take up. 

ð Make recommendations for future national skills and training program refinements. 

SOURCE: REQUEST FOR TENDER 

A number of evaluation questions were considered as part of the review process. These evaluation 
questions covered a broad range of strategic and operational considerations.  

Analysis of the strategic merit and future direction of the ISF and Youth Pilots cuts to the core 
rationale for establishing the Program and how it might evolve into the future. These evaluation 
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questions consider issues relating to the appropriateness, effectiveness, integration and strategic 
alignment of the ISF and Youth Pilots.   

Analysis of the Program and policy effectiveness allows the Review to determine the impacts (both 
positive and negative). In order to address these evaluation questions it is important to analyse the 
indicators of effectiveness against each Programôs core objective, as well as what would have 
happened in the absence of government intervention (the counter-factual scenario). 

The evaluation questions set for the Review are outlined in Table 1.1 below and addressed 
throughout the remaining sections and chapters of this report. 

TABLE 1.1 EVALUATION QUESTIONS SET FOR THE REVIEW 

Evaluation questions 

Strategic merit and future direction 

Is the policy framing of the ISF and Youth Pilots appropriate to deliver best practice training to support Australian business development and 

international competitiveness? Are there opportunities to refine or redesign the program policy framework and eligibility to meet these broad 

strategic objectives? 

Where should training and skills development be focussed to provide the greatest impact i.e. towards employees/learners or businesses/growth 

opportunities? 

How well does the ISF interface with other investment by the Australian Government in its national vocational skill development, employment 

and innovation strategies, and with state and territory government support? 

How could examples of best practice delivery from the ISF and Youth Pilots inform the future policy direction for training to support Australian 

business development and international competitiveness? 

What, if any, elements of the ISF and Pilots have impeded positive outcomes, and how could these problems be rectified? 

Policy and program effectiveness and impact 

Have the ISF and Youth Pilots targeted appropriate businesses and youth cohorts to maximise the economic and social benefit from Australian 

Government investment, and what are the returns from this investment? 

What types of businesses and youth participants; in what industries; and in which parts of Australia; have benefited most from the ISF and 

Youth Pilots? 

Does the ISF effectively encourage and facilitate business agility to enhance the capability and skill levels of workers? 

Has the ISF reached targeted businesses, i.e. small to medium businesses, including micro businesses? 

What impact has the ISF had on client groups and businesses in priority industries, in: Northern Australia, and Youth Streams? 

What are examples of best practice delivery and impacts from the ISF and Youth Pilots? 

What are the key facilitators and barriers to take up of the ISF and Pilots, and is this in line with expectations? This aspect of the evaluation 

could include promotional, application and assessment processes, eligibility, definition of growth and access to education and training providers 

How can any barriers to the take up of the ISF be best overcome? 

Do businesses who engage with Skills Advisers find the information and advice provided useful? What opportunities are there to strengthen 

their role and impact? 

Has broadening the eligibility criteria under the ISF to include unincorporated businesses had any impact on the number or type of applications? 

How have changes to the ISF Guidelines impacted on delivery? 

Are there competing tensions in the interface between the Department and the client, and how may these be remedied? 

Does the Northern Australia Growth Opportunity assist in achieving the vision of the White Paper for Developing Northern Australia? 

SOURCE: REQUEST FOR TENDER 
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1.3 Methodology 

The methodology used for this Review was underpinned by the following phases, which included the 
Department of Education and Trainingôs collection, documentary review, stakeholder consultation and 
analysis. Analysis was undertaken against the best practice program evaluation principles of 
appropriateness, effectiveness and efficiency, using the ethical standards as outlined by the Australian 
Evaluation Societyôs Code of Ethics and Professional Practice 2013.2 

1.3.1 Desktop and literature review 

This phase involved consideration of existing documents that were identified as relevant to the 
Review. The documents were reviewed at three levels.  

First, ACIL Allen explored the academic and official government literature to understand the objectives 
and design of business focused skills, education and training programs in other jurisdictions. This 
included consideration of several government reviews (both in Australia and overseas), as well as a 
review of the recent academic literature that had examined these kinds of programs from an 
economic, policy or institutional perspective.  

Second, ACIL Allen considered a range of business grants and assistance programs operating in 
Australia which either seek to achieve some objectives that are similar to ISF and the Youth Pilots, or 
display some similar design characteristics. The programs considered include: 

ð DIIS ï Entrepreneurs Infrastructure Program, Entrepreneurs Program, Industry Hub. 

ð DET ï Trade Support Loans, Skills for Education and Employment, Australian Apprenticeships. 

ð DoE ï National Enterprise Incentive Scheme, Youth Jobs PaTH (Participate, Trail, Hire), Transition to 
Work, Job Active network. 

ð DHS ï Youth allowances. 

ð PM&C ï Indigenous Business Australia business development and assistance 

ð Treasury ï Australian Small Business Advisory Service program (ASBAS). 

ð NSW ï Smart and Skills reform program (includes Jobs for Tomorrow scholarships). 

ð Victoria ï Skills First (includes Workforce Training Innovation). 

ð Queensland ï Skilling Queenslanders for Work (includes First Start and Work Start). 

ð SA ï Work Ready/ Skills for All. 

ð WA ï Future Skills WA. 

ð Tasmania - Skills Fund, Work Readiness for Growth Industries. 

Third, ACIL Allen reviewed a range of program data held by Education. These data have been used to 
support the analysis and findings and appear throughout the report. 

1.3.2 Stakeholder consultations 

As part of the project, a large number of stakeholders were asked to participate in the review process. 
The project inception meeting between the department and ACIL Allen discussed and agreed the 
stakeholders who should be consulted for the Review. Stakeholders consulted included Network 
Providers, Skills Advisers, Department of Education and Training officers in National and State offices, 
and a selection of CSOs from all states and territories who participated in the Youth Pilots. 
Businesses, who participated in TES, were also consulted for the Review. Stakeholders were 
consulted in order to capture data, gain insights and observations to inform ACIL Allenôs analysis. 

Separate consultation guides were developed for the ISF and the Youth Pilots to provide consistency 
in the consultation approach and to help stakeholders prepare for the consultations. The consultation 
guide also provided information (where relevant) from the Program Guidelines to help stakeholders 
understand the key design features of the programs and to identify possible ways for enhancing them. 

                                                           
2  http://www.aes.asn.au/join-the-aes/membership-ethical-guidelines/7-aes-codes-of-behaviour-ethics.html 
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The consultations were conducted using a mixture of face-to-face meetings and teleconferences. Most 
consultation sessions were conducted in group settings, however some were also conducted on a 
one-on-one basis. In some cases stakeholders were not in a position to participate in a consultation 
session and provided written email submissions (against the consultation questions).3 

A detailed de-brief of the key messages to emerge from the consultations was provided by the Review 
team to Education at the conclusion of the consultation sessions. Details of the consultations are 
provided in Appendix B of this report. 

Survey of businesses  

To support the consultation process, ACIL Allen conducted on-line surveys of the businesses which 
had participated in the ISF. To ensure the online survey was as relevant as it could be to each 
business, the survey instrument was tailored to participants who had or had not received skills advice, 
and who had or had not executed a funding agreement with the Australian Government. The survey 
was cleared with the ABS Statistical Clearing House before it was issued. 

Businesses were provided with at least 10 working days to complete the survey, and were sent a 
number of reminder emails to ensure that a good response rate was achieved for the survey. The 
survey consisted of approximately 20 substantive questions, which took on average 15 minutes to 
complete. The survey design mirrored the questions used to conduct the stakeholder consultation 
sessions. 

The response rates for the survey were around 40 per cent. Based on ACIL Allenôs experience, this as 
an excellent response rate for a survey of this kind. The survey responses were found to be broadly 
reflective of the distribution of businesses as recorded by the ABS. More details on the response rates 
achieved for the surveys are provided in Appendix C of this report.  

1.3.3 Development of findings and recommendations 

Following the desktop review and consultation stages, ACIL Allen developed preliminary findings and 
recommendations. These preliminary findings and recommendations are incorporated in this draft 
report and will be discussed further with Education in the context of preparing the final report. 

1.4 Report structure 

This report has four main elements. The first element presents the context and background to the 
Review and the results of the literature review that was undertaken. The next two elements focus on 
the ISF and Youth Pilots respectively and the final element of the Review provides the key 
findings/conclusions of the analysis and the Reviewôs recommendations.  

The chapters of the report are listed below, along with a short description of their content. 

ð Background and context 

 ̍ Chapter 1 introduces the Reviewôs context, scope and approach. 
 ̍ Chapter 2 provides the results of a high level literature review undertaken for the Review.  

ð The ISF 

 ̍ Chapter 3 provides an overview of ISF, detailing its policy rationale (intent), Program objectives, 
design elements, key administrative arrangements and other defining features.  

 ̍ Chapter 4 focuses specifically on analysing the efficiency, effectiveness and appropriateness of 
ISFôs objectives, design elements and administrative arrangements. 

 ̍ Chapter 5 considers evidence collected during the Review about the impact of ISF. This chapter 
considers ISFôs impact from the perspective of key stakeholders to the Program. 

ð The Youth Pilots 

 ̍ Chapter 6 provides an overview of each Youth Pilot, detailing their policy rationale (intent), 
Program objectives, design elements, key administrative arrangements and other defining features. 

 ̍ Chapter 7 provides the results of the analysis undertaken for the Youth Pilots. This chapter 
considers the efficiency, effectiveness and appropriateness of objectives, design elements and 

                                                           
3  No particular responses have been attributed to individuals in order to protect confidentiality. 
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administrative arrangements of the Youth Pilots, as well as any indicators of impact arising from 
Governmentôs investment in these Programs. 

ð Findings and recommendations 

 ̍ Chapter 8 summarises the key findings arising from the Review and presents an overall conclusion 
about the design and operational performance of ISF and the Youth Pilots. 

 ̍ Chapter 9 presents the key recommendations of the Review.  

ð Appendices 

 ̍ Appendix A. Discussion of the literature review 
 ̍ Appendix B. This appendix identifies the stakeholders who were consulted for the Review.  
 ̍ Appendix C. This appendix identifies the response rates and other information relating to the online 
survey of businesses. 

 ̍ Appendix D. This appendix lists the questions used in the survey of businesses that participated in 
the ISF program.  
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2  L I T E R A T U R E  O N  
B U S I N E S SïF O C U S S E D  
S K I L L S  
D E V E L O P M E N T 

2 
 Literature on businessïFocussed skills deve lopment 

  

2.1 Literature reviewed 

A review of the literature was undertaken as part of this Review. The aim of the Review was to obtain: 

ð Background information on industry training arrangements in Australia. 

ð Information on employer-led industry training arrangements in other countries. 

ð Analysis of the policy drivers and issues associated with employer-led training. 

ð Assessment of subsidies provided to employers to support industry training. 

ð Information on measures that seek to address youth disengagement. 

ð Information about any relevant surveys of employers. 

The literature search was conducted in stages. The first stage consisted of an Internet search that 
focussed on finding documents on employer subsidised or funded training and vocational education. 
The searches were generally limited to documents published over the past ten years (2006 to 2016), 
although some material reviewed was dated earlier than 2006.  

The Internet search was followed by a search of the following databases: ABI/INFORM Professional 
Advanced; Australian Education Index; British Library Inside Conferences; Current Contents; ERIC 
Education and related topics; PAIS International; PASCAL; ProQuest Dissertations and Theses 
Professional   information; Social SciSearch® database; Econlit; Informit collection, including the 
ACER Australasian Education Directory and Australian Education Index, THESES and WORKLIT; 
CEDEFOP database VET-BIB and NCVER database VOCED. 

More than 100 potentially relevant documents were identified from this search. A careful review of 
these documents enabled ACIL Allen to identify that approximately half that initial list met the needs of 
this literature review. It is clear from the literature that the issue of employer engagement in the 
provision and funding of training has been a major concern for policy makers. 

A detailed discussion of the literature review is provided in Appendix A. 
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2.2 Conclusions of the literature review 

Apart from providing useful background information and examples of business surveys for this 
Review, the literature review has generated the following conclusions: 

ð Employer-led training is becoming increasingly favoured in other countries. 

ð The percentage of costs met by employers varies depending on what level of subsidy is perceived as 
necessary to engage employers. 

 ̍ this percentage does not take into account the additional administrative and compliance costs 
incurred by employers. 

ð The use of Skills Advisers and facilitators is strongly supported by the literature. 

ð Data on employer expenditure on training is rare. This may be because employers do not account for 
training costs as a line item in their accounts. 

ð Training subsidies to employers are seen as more efficient in economic terms than tax measures, and 
can be more effectively targeted. 

ð SMEs tend to underspend on training and are less aware than other firms of available training courses 
or of government support. 

More detail about the literature review is provided in Appendix A. 
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3  O V E R V I E W  O F  
T H E  I S F 

3 
 Overview of the ISF 

  

3.1 Industry Skills FundñBackground and history 

The ISF was introduced as part of the 2014-15 Budget initiative aimed at streamlining Governmentôs 
industry support programs. As part of the budget, the Minister for Industry announced that the 
Government: 

ï Will deliver a new $476 million Industry Skills Fund that will streamline training and better position 

Australian industry to succeed in a rapidly changing global economy. 

ï The new Industry Skill Fund will commence on 1 January 2015 and will deliver close to 200,000 

targeted training places and training support services over four years. 

ï The fund will assist small and medium sized businesses to successfully diversify and improve 

competiveness in a global market. 

ï The investment in the Industry Skills program will be offset by savings from the cessation of 10 

existing training programs. 

At the same time a complimentary $484 million (over five years), Entrepreneursô Infrastructure 
Program (EIP (now known as the Entrepreneursô Program (EP)) was established. The EIP focussed 
on supporting commercialisation of ideas, job creation and lifting the capability of small businesses, 
provision of market and industry information, and access to business management advice and skills.  

Both the ISF and EIP were to be delivered through the Department of Industryôs Single Business 
Service initiative.  

The ISF Budget announcement was followed by a period of consultation based on a Discussion 
Paper, released by the Department of Industry in July 2014. The paper noted that: 

In support of the National Industry and Investment Agenda and as part of the broader reform of the 

Vocational Education and Training system, the ISF will address workforce capability issues impacting on 

the ability of Australian small and medium enterprises to respond quickly to new and changing 

opportunities and improve their productivity and competitiveness in a global market.  

Comments on the Discussion Paper helped inform the detailed design of the ISF. 

As a result of ministry and machinery of government changes, the 23 December 2014 Administrative 
Arrangements Order, included the transfer of responsibility for skills and training from the Industry 
portfolio to the Education and Training portfolio. This included the responsibility and funding for the 
ISF. 

The Assistant Minister for Education and Training announced on 19 January 2015 that Australian 
businesses could now apply for support to boost the skills of their workforce under the ISF and that 
applications would be accepted on an ongoing basis. ISF Program Guidelines and other information 
were made available on the business.gov.au website. 
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The Program Guidelines, issued under the authority of the Minister, outline the ISFôs policy objectives, 
program outcomes, eligibility criteria, activities eligible to be funded, assessment of applications 
against the merit criteria, the business co-contribution schedule and so on. Further details and 
guidance for applicants is provided through the accompanying the ISF Customer Information Guide. 
The Guide includes details of the industry categories to receive priority for funding, the nature of skills 
advice and how the merit criteria will be applied. Other information useful to applicants includes the 
Merit Assessment Guide, which provides additional detail on the type of information and evidence 
needed to support the assessment. 

The first ISF Program Guidelines, Customer Information Guide and supporting information were 
finalised by the Industry portfolio in December 2014 and came into effect in January 2015. 

On 8 April 2015 the Assistant Minister for Education and Training announced the opening of the 
tender for organisations to provide ISF Skills Advisory Services. The Minister explained that: 

The Skills Adviser Network will work with small and medium businesses to pursue growth opportunities 

and help them identify skills to boost their workforce and overall productivity.  

The outcome of the tender was announced on 22 June 2015 with 6 organisations chosen to ñprovide 
advice to businesses in all industry sectors across all parts of every state and territoryò. The 
successful organisations were the Australian Industry Group, MAX Solutions Pty Ltd, Navitas 
Professional Pty Ltd, Chisholm Institute, Communications and Information Technology Training Ltd, 
and QMI Solutions Ltd. Initially 83 Skills Advisers were appointed, with Education officers involved in 
the selection process to help ensure there was an appropriate mix of business expertise, 
understanding of the training system and Governmentôs training policies, and professional experience 
and backgrounds. 

Reflecting a range of developments, including the further ISF funding allocated in the 2015-16 Budget, 
the establishment of the EP, the release of the White Paper on Developing Northern Australia on 
18 June 2015, and early experience with the implementation of the ISF, the Program Guidelines and 
Customer Information Guide were revised and updated and a second version issued on 1 September 
2015. The most recent version of the ISF program map is shown in Figure 3.1. 

FIGURE 3.1 THE ISF PROGRAM MAP 
 

 

SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION TRAINING PERSONAL COMMUNICATION 
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The more significant changes to the Program Guidelines were: 

ð ISF program funding of $664 million for more than 250,000 training places and support services over 
5 years. 

ð The eligibility criteria were expanded to allow participation by unincorporated businesses. 

ð The policy objectives were expanded to include support for long term growth in Northern Australia and 
to promote Indigenous participation. 

ð The schedule of business contributions was altered to allow for lower contributions by businesses that 
identify growth opportunities to and within Northern Australia. 

Changes to the Customer Information Guide included: 

ð Revision of the program map to show clearly that businesses could apply direct for funding without 
having received skills advice. 

ð Skills Advisers having a role in reviews of high risk applications.4 

With the introduction of the Programôs Northern Australia element, a further five Skills Advisers were 
appointed to better service that region. No specific initiatives were taken in reaction to the Indigenous 
participation element, although Education established contacts with and through Supply Nation (a not-
for-profit company that promotes supplier diversity and Indigenous businesses development). 

Following substantial ISF Program funding reductions in the 2015-16 Mid-Year Economic and Fiscal 
Outlook and the 2016-17 Budget totalling $520 million over 5 years, the Merit Assessment Guide was 
further revised and restructured in July 2016 to make clearer the competitive nature of the assessment 
process. 

The 2016-17 Budget announced that the ISF was being: 

Repositioned as a more targeted fund delivering on its core policy intent of assisting micro and small 

businesses to take advantage of business growth opportunities and adapt to rapid technological 

change. 

While larger sized businesses remain eligible to apply for ISF support, they, like smaller businesses, 
will need to demonstrate capacity to deliver benefits that are proportional to the amount of funding 
sought and clearly demonstrate value for money as part of the competitive assessment process. 

In summary, it is clear that the ISF Program and its administration has evolved somewhat since it was 
first implemented. See Table 3.3 for an overview of the history of funding for the Program. 

The following description of the policy rationale, objectives, design features, administrative 
arrangements and Program resources is based on the Program documentation that came into effect in 
September 2015 and relevant subsequent developments up until the 2016-17 Budget. 

3.2 Policy rationale for the ISF 

Overarching policy objective 

The overarching policy objective for the ISF is to boost business productivity and increase the 
competitiveness of Australian businesses across the economy. 

Specific policy objectives 

The specific policy objectives of the ISF are to: 

ð Have a highly skilled workforce that is able to adapt to rapid technological change, structural change 
and new business opportunities. 

ð Address workplace capability issues impacting on the ability of Australian businesses to respond to 
new and changing opportunities and improve their productivity and competitiveness in a global 
market. 

ð Support the long term growth of Northern Australia.5 

                                                           
4  While this provision was included in the Customer Information Guide, ACIL Allen understands that it was not used and it does not 

appear in the program map. 
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ð Focus on promoting Indigenous participation and encourage business to think of the opportunities for 
expanding operations to and within Northern Australia.6 

3.3 Design features 

Description of Program 

The ISF is a merit-based grants Program for industry to support the training needs of enterprises 
which cannot be readily met by the national training system. The sectors identified as priority 
industries are listed in section 3.4.2. 

The ISF was expected to deliver over 250,000 training places and support services over five years 
from 1 January 2015 across Australia, with additional support for businesses in Northern Australia 
commencing 1 September 2015. Businesses are required to make a contribution toward the cost of 
training. The amount contributed by a business is on a sliding scale depending on the size and 
location of the firm. 

Businesses targeted 

The focus of the Program is to provide assistance to businesses that are ñpreparing to take up growth 
opportunities outside of their normal day to day business operationsò. As mentioned in Section 3.1, in 
September 2015 the policy changed to allow unincorporated businesses to be eligible for support 
under the ISF. 

There is greater ISF funding support for eligible businesses that are located in or entering into 
Northern Australia. The Customer Information Guide defines this as being when the primary place of 
business of the firm is in Northern Australia. Or if the business can demonstrate that it has a growth 
opportunity that would expand its operations into Northern Australia. 

Assistance available through ISF 

The ISF provides two types of assistance to businesses, namely providing: 

ð Skills Adviceðthis service helps the business identify skills needs and opportunities and to maximise 
the benefits of training outcomes. 

ð Training Grantsðthis service reimburses part of the training costs to business looking to improve the 
skills of their workforce to help the firms to achieve identified growth opportunities (a growth 
opportunity is defined in Box 3.1). 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                    
5  Northern Australia is defined to comprise all of the Northern Territory and those part of Queensland and Western Australia north of the 

Tropic of Capricorn. 
6  The last two objectives were added later and they were therefore not taken into account in the original design of the program. 
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BOX 3.1 DEFINITION OF A GROWTH OPPORTUNITY 
 

The ISF Customer Information Guide (Version 2) defines a growth opportunity for a business under ISF to be 

something that is: 

énew, innovative, outside of the businessesô day to day operations and expected to increase the productivity and 
competitiveness of the business. 

The Customer Information Guide (Version 2) provides examples of actions businesses may take that could be 

considered as potential growth opportunities: 

ð Diversifying into new or emerging markets. 

ð Adopting new or emerging technologies. 

ð Entering export markets. 

ð Responding to significant domestic market opportunities. 

ð Repositioning themselves because of market driven structural adjustment. 

SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION AND TRAINING. 2015. INDUSTRY SKILLS FUND CUSTOMER INFORMATION GUIDE (VERSION 2). SEPTEMBER 2015. 

Individual businesses can access Skills Advice and or Training Grantsðthey are not restricted to 
accessing only one service. Businesses are permitted to apply for training grant assistance from ISF 
more than once. 

Expected Program outcomes 

The ISF Program Guidelines outline the outcomes that are expected from the ISF. These are to: 

ð Enhance the capability and skill levels of the workforce in the businesses successful in gaining 
funding. 

ð Contribute to increased productivity and competitiveness of the businesses that participate in the ISF. 

ð Support the skills development of small to medium businesses, including micro businesses. 

ð Support businesses to respond to growth opportunities, especially in industries the Commonwealth 
Government has identified as being of immediate priority in regard to the productivity and 
competitiveness of the Australian economy. 

These outcomes are also indirectly linked to the policy objectives of the Northern Australia White 
Paper which seek to address the workforce needs of Australiaôs northern regions.7 However, these 
Northern Australia outcomes are not formally documented the ISF Program Guidelines and could 
therefore be regarded as secondary objectives of the ISF. 

3.3.2 Skills Advice 

The free skills advice service aims to help businesses identify their skills needs. The service does this 
by providing for independent Skills Advisers to assist micro, small and medium sized businesses 
understand their growth opportunities and to identify what skills they need to help them achieve those 
growth opportunities and increase their competitiveness. 

The Skills Advisers provide tailored advice for each business. That advice may include analysis of the 
businessô training needs, skills audits, and workforce development planning. Skills Advisers also 
provide recommendations to businesses about what skills activities would help the business enhance 
their growth potential. These recommendations cover two types of activities: 

ð Business growth trainingðtraining activities the business needs to improve its competitiveness for the 
identified growth opportunities. 

ð Business growth training support servicesðother activities the business can complete to increase the 
impact of business growth training outcomes. 

                                                           
7  The Northern Australia White Paper entitled: Our North, Our Future: White Paper on Developing Northern Australia, identified that 

Northern Australiaôs workforce needs will be addressed by: 1) getting more Australians working, by helping them gain the right skills and 
reducing barriers to relocating within, or to, the north; and 2) allowing businesses to address unmet labour demand, by reducing barriers 
to accessing foreign workers.  
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Businesses can apply for grants to help cover the costs of the recommendations for business growth 
training and business growth training support services. Advisers can also recommend training 
activities to improve business day-to-day (or óbusiness as usualô) operations. However, these activities 
are not eligible for Training Grants. 

3.3.3 Training Grantña co-contribution model 

The training grant is a co-contribution scheme which provides funding to cover part of the costs to 
businesses of providing eligible training on a re-imbursement basis. Successful applicants are 
required to pay for the total cost of the training. They then receive a reimbursement of part of that cost 
depending on the size of their business (as measured in FTEs). Table 3.1 lists the contribution rates 
for businesses not located in Northern Australia and Table 3.2 lists the contribution rates for 
businesses located in Northern Australia. 

The Training Grant covers the following categories of training: 

ð Nationally recognised training, including full qualifications and skill sets. 

ð Training accredited through state and territory systems, including Language, Literacy and Numeracy 
training. 

ð Training that is identifiable, transferrable by a learner and builds the capability of a learner. 

ð High quality, innovative or tailored training that may not yet be part of a training package or accredited 
course. This can include different combinations of training modules to form new skill sets and training 
tailored to meet specific business needs. 

ð Training required to navigate export barriers and/or access foreign markets. 

TABLE 3.1 CONTRIBUTION RATES FOR BUSINESSES LOCATED OUTSIDE NORTHERN AUSTRALIA 

Business type Business size (employees) 
Business co-contribution rate  

(per cent of total project cost) 

Micro business 0-4 FTE 25 

Small business 5-19 FTE 34 

Medium business 20-199 FTE 50 

Large business 200+ FTE 75 

SOURCE: ISF CUSTOMER INFORMATION GUIDE (VERSION 2) 
 

 
TABLE 3.2 CONTRIBUTION RATES FOR BUSINESSES LOCATED IN NORTHERN AUSTRALIA 

Business type Business size (employees) 
Business co-contribution rate  

(per cent of total project cost) 

Micro business 0-4 FTE 25 

Small business 5-19 FTE 25 

Medium business 20-199 FTE 25 

Large business 200+ FTE 50 

SOURCE: ISF CUSTOMER INFORMATION GUIDE (VERSION 2) 
 

3.4 Administrative arrangements and delivery model 

3.4.1 Program Delegate 

Under the Program Guidelines the Assistant Minister for Education and Training is required to appoint 
a Program Delegate. That Delegate is authorised to make decisions relating to the administration of 
the Program and give directions to the Department of Education and Training about the interpretation 
of the Program Guidelines and other program documents. The Delegate can in turn authorise 
employees of the department to from time to time take various decisions in relation to the ISF.   
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The Delegate is responsible for the overall efficient and effective administration of the Program.8 

3.4.2 Priority industries 

Applicants whose businesses lie in one or more priority industries are given priority in the assessment 
of their applications. The Customer Information Guide identifies the following as priority industries: 

ð Food and agribusiness. 

ð Mining equipment, technology and services. 

ð Medical technologies and pharmaceuticals. 

ð Oil, gas and energy resources. 

ð Advanced manufacturing. 

ð Enabling technology and service industries that support one or more of the priority areas listed above. 

The Program Delegate may make alterations to the list of priority industries on the advice of the 
Government. 

3.4.3 Eligibility for Skills Advice and Training Grants 

Skills advice is targeted towards SMEs that could benefit from assistance in determining what training 
support would help their businesses grow. That skills advice also enables a more streamlined 
mechanism for assessing the merit of an application submitted by an SME for a Training Grant (see 
also discussion in Section 3.4.6). 

The Training Grant is targeted towards businesses that have identified a growth opportunity, any 
related skills needs, and a training solution to meet those needs and enable the growth opportunity to 
be achieved. SMEs that do not meet this criterion can still apply for skills advice. 

3.4.4 Application assessment 

Applications are assessed in a process that is consistent with the assessment process of other 
business-facing Government support programs (such as the Entrepreneurs Program). The applicantôs 
eligibility for support is assessed at the enquiry stage. If they are eligible they are able to seek skills 
advice and apply for a training grant. The merits of the firmôs application are then assessed. The 
various assessments are discussed below. 

3.4.5 Eligibility assessment stage 

The eligibility assessment stage during the enquiry stage involves an assessment of whether the 
applicant is eligible to benefit from ISF. 

Solvent Australian businesses with an ABN are eligible to apply for ISF support if they are non-tax 
exempt, registered for GST, have a demonstrated trading history in at least three consecutive years, 
and are not on the current list of non-compliant organisations under the Workplace Gender Equality 
Act 2012 (Cth). 

Consortia may make applications if there are at least three beneficiaries of the fund. A consortium is 
eligible if each member of the consortium is eligible. A consortium must have a lead member that is 
responsible for payments, reporting and project outcomes. 

Other constraints on the eligibility of applicants include the following: 

ð A trustee may apply on behalf of a trust, provided the Government is satisfied that the trustee 
corporation will remain sufficiently liable for the performance of any agreement it signs. 

ð Registered Training Organisations and other training providers are not eligible to apply for funding to 
deliver training or support services either to their own workforce or another related entity. 

Employees of applicants are eligible for training support from ISF if they are Australian citizens, 
Australian permanent residents, or New Zealand passport holders who have worked in Australia for at 
least six months. 

                                                           
8  The Program Delegate is the Branch Manager of the Branch responsible for managing the program.  
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ISF can fund training activities that have the potential to lead to increased productivity, 
competitiveness and/or sustainability of a business through training, support services and/or training 
development. 

The application assessment stage also requires a risk assessment of the proposed project using the 
programôs risk rating tool. Projects can be rated as low, medium or high risk. The risk rating will 
determine the appropriate level of assessment and quality assurance, with higher risk projects 
requiring more senior officers to review and approve them. High risk projects require the approval of 
the Program Delegate.9 

Finally, an assessment of whether the proposed activities and expenditure in the application are 
eligible for support from the fund. Higher level VET qualifications such as Graduate Certificates and 
Graduate Diplomas may be funded, where they sit within a VET field of education. Non-VET higher 
education qualifications are not eligible for funding. The ISF Customer Information Guide states that 
the following activities are also ineligible for funding: activities that are eligible for funding under other 
government programs (from all three levels of government, including international programs); training 
available to an eligible learner through the state and territory vocational education and training 
systems that attract a subsidy; training and support services delivered by organisations to their own 
workforce; training and support services provided by parties that are related to the applicant; and 
consultancy and related activities that do not build the capability of a learner.  

Non-accredited tailored training may be approved if the following conditions are met:  

ð There is a strong growth opportunity. 

ð The training provides a significant return on investment. 

ð The training is fit-for-purpose to meet a specific need related to the growth opportunity.  

The assessor must also be satisfied that the training is transferrable by the learner. 

In some circumstances, where proposed activities and/or expenditure are deemed ineligible as per the 
ISF Program Guidelines and/or customer documentation, but the assessor believes there is a genuine 
case for approval, the relevant Program Delegate is afforded some discretion in his/her final decision. 
ACIL Allen believes this provides a useful degree of flexibility to help manage the Program in 
situations where the circumstances of individual businesses can vary considerably. 

3.4.6 Merit assessment stage 

The merit assessment framework is based on the following principles: 

ð A risk based, streamlined assessment process for applications which have been informed by skills 
advice and/or engagement with the Entrepreneursô Program. 

ð A focus on local (state-based) decision making to ensure a timely response. 

ð Moderation of assessments, recommendations and decisions to ensure national consistency and 
integrity of the assessment process. 

ð A weighting towards applicants in the priority industries. 

The Department assesses eligible applications against five ISF merit criteria, namely: 

a) How the applicant is seeking to take up a ñgrowth opportunityò. A growth 
opportunity could occur when the business is: 

i) diversifying into new or emerging markets 
ii) adopting new or emerging technologies  
iii) entering export markets  
iv) responding to significant domestic market opportunities  
v) repositioning themselves because of market driven structural adjustment. 

b) How the productivity gains created from the proposed project will deliver 
benefits to the Australian economy. 

                                                           
9  Industry Skills Fund Procedures Manual Part  C ï Applications and Assessment, Version 2 (as updated on 19 May 2016) 
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c) How the proposed project will address the links between the growth 
opportunity, the skills gaps identified in staff capability, and proposed staff 
training. 

i) in the case of non-accredited training there should be a clear and reasonable justification as 
to why nationally recognised and/or accredited VET training is not suitable for the individual 
situation and a clear demonstration that the individual participant will receive a tangible and 
transferrable benefit through undertaking the training. 

d) The value for money offered by the proposed project. 

e) The capability and capacity of the applicant and the training provider to carry 
out the proposed project. 

Applicants who have received a Skills Advice Report with training recommendations are deemed to 
have sufficiently satisfied the first three criteria and are only assessed against criteria d) and e). 

3.4.7 Priority given to applicants in priority industries 

Applicants in all industry areas are eligible to apply for assistance under ISF. However, applicants 
falling into the priority industries are given priority in the assessment process. If an application has 
received a total score that is below the ópass markô but is from a priority industry, then a weighting can 
be applied to the scores against merit criteria a) and b). Under the formula used to apply the weighting 
the score of a project in a priority industry can increase by a maximum of 8 points. 

3.4.8 Finality of decisions of the Program Delegate 

The Program Delegateôs decisions about key aspects of the Program are final. These include 
approving the eligibility of a business, the merit assessment of an application, the funding to be 
provided to approved applications, and funding agreements. 

3.4.9 Funding agreements 

Successful applicants must execute a funding agreement with the Program Delegate before they can 
access payments. All eligible reimbursements are made in arrears. 10 

The ISF Customer Information Guide states that the Department can select a type of funding 
agreement from three categories of agreement, depending on the project duration, cost, complexity, 
and the applicantôs preferred reporting arrangements: 

ð Single payment agreementðthese are agreements in which a single reimbursement payment is made 
after the training has been completed and all fees paid. This type of agreement is suitable for projects 
with a short duration (e.g. three months or less). 

ð Split payment agreementðthese are agreements in which payment is split between a first payment to 
reimburse fees paid in the first month of the project and the second (and last) payment made on the 
completion of training and after the recipient has paid all fees. This type of agreement is suitable for 
projects of short to medium term (e.g. six months or less). 

ð Multiple payment agreementðthese are agreements in which payments are made to recipients in 
stages by negotiation. These agreements are suitable for projects longer than six months in duration 
and projects of high value and/or risk. 

A funding agreement can be varied by mutual consent between the grant recipient and the Program 
Delegate. 

3.4.10 Reporting and payment 

Grant recipients must provide reports to the Department under their funding agreement. 

ð Single payment funding agreements require the grant recipient to submit one report after completing 
the project training activities. The grant recipient then receives the full amount of Government funding 
approved for their grant.  

                                                           
10  Industry Skills Fund Customer Information Guide (Version 2), p. 12. 
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ð Split payment funding agreements require grant recipients to submit two project reportsða 
commencement report and a final report. Recipients receive a payment in relation to each project 
report. The payment relating to the commencement report can be for an amount of up to 70 per cent 
of the total amount of Government funding. A minimum of 30 per cent of the grant amount is only 
payable on submission of the Final Report. 

ð Multiple payment funding agreements require grant recipients to submit multiple project and audit 
reports: 

 ̍ a commencement report, covering the first 30 days of the project. Payment of up to 50 per cent of 
the total Government funding can be made to the recipient in relation to this report 

 ̍ progress reports must be submitted in relation to each six month reporting period after the 30 days 
relating to the commencement report. Payment of up to 50 per cent of the total Government 
funding can be made to the grant recipient upon submission of a progress report 

 ̍ a final report, covering the period in the last reporting period in which the project was underway 
 ̍ The final payment (a minimum of 10 per cent of the grant amount) is made to the recipient after the 
recipient submits its final report to the Department. 

3.4.11 Administration 

The Department of Education and Training is responsible for administering the ISF. The Department 
uses the automated emails generated by the Department of Industry, Innovation and Scienceôs 
Strategic Grants Management System (SGMS) as one of its methods of communication with 
applicants and potential applicants about the Program. 

3.4.12 IT System 

Strategic Grants Management System 

The SGMS platform is used and maintained by the Department of Industry, Innovation and Science 
(DIIS). The platform includes modules dealing with program applications, assessment, monitoring, 
reporting and payments and the tracking of progress. It is designed to minimise the administrative 
burden on businesses, while ensuring appropriate risk management and accountability for the 
expenditure of public funds. 

ACIL Allen understands that SGMS will be replaced by an enhanced grants management IT platform 
for the whole-of-government Business Grants Hub for all industry facing programs.11 This was 
announced as part of the Digital Transformation Agenda in the 2015-16 Budget and the industry hub 
is being developed.12 

The SGMS platform is used by Education for administration of ISF grants. However SGMS is not 
compatible with the records management system used by Education. SGMS is also not compatible 
with the SAP system used for payments. Therefore, administration of ISF grants requires officers to 
work out of both systems to complete certain functions.  

Any modifications to SGMS modules in relation to administration of the ISF need to be negotiated and 
agreed between Education and DIIS. The process of agreeing on and costing any changes that 
Education is seeking to SGMS has proved to be a lengthy one. The fact that no funding has been 
allocated within Education to pay DIIS to make any agreed changes contributes to the challenge of 
making any changes to SGMS in a timely manner.  

3.5 Program resources 

The distribution of ISF funding allocations and efficiency savings across fiscal years can be seen in 
Table 3.3, derived from budget and budget related documents. It is not possible to derive the 
departmental administration expenses allocated to the ISF Program from the budget documents. 

 

                                                           
11  New óGrants Hubô to do the Business, PS News 21 July 2016. 
12  The Digital Transformation Agenda in the 2015-16 Federal Budget, David Hazlehurst, May 2015. www.dto.gov.au/blog/the-digital-

transformation-agenda-in-the-2015-16-federal-budget accessed 27 Sept 2016. 

http://www.dto.gov.au/blog/the-digital-transformation-agenda-in-the-2015-16-federal-budget
http://www.dto.gov.au/blog/the-digital-transformation-agenda-in-the-2015-16-federal-budget


  

 

INDUSTRY SKILLS FUND AND THE YOUTH STREAM PILOT PROGRAMS INDEPENDENT EVALUATION 
19 

 

TABLE 3.3 INDUSTRY SKILLS FUND ï PROGRAM EXPENSES AND SAVINGS 

Source 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 Totals 

 $õ000 $õ000 $õ000 $õ000 $õ000 $õ000 $õ000 

Program Expenses 

2014-15 PBS a 24,209 131,405 151,389 157,715 - - 464,718 

2015-16 PBS b 

2015-16 PBS c 

27,701 (actual) 

929 (est actual) 

164,220 153,970 157,715 159,452 - 663,987 

2015-16 PAES d 1,031 (actual) 79,120 91,070 94,815 96,395 98,944 461,375 

2016-17 PBS e 28,630 (actual) 49,053 (est 

actual) 

31,713 40,138 41,718 44,267 235,519? 

Savings efficiencies 

2015-16 MYEFO f - -85,100 -62,900 -62,900 -62,900 - -273,800 

2016-17 Budget (7) - -24,567 -54,857 -54,677 -54,677 -54,677 -243,455 
a
 Portfolio Budget Statements 2014-15, Budget Related Paper No. 1.12 - Industry Portfolio, May 2014. b Portfolio Budget Statements 2015-16, Budget Related Paper No. 1.5 ï Education and 

Training Portfolio, May 2015. Part year effect due to Machinery of Government Changes announced on 23 December 2014. C Portfolio Budget Statements 2015-16, Budget Related Paper No. 

1.12 - Industry Portfolio, May 2015. Programs transferred to the Department of Education and Training due to Machinery of Government Changes announced on 23 December 2014. d Portfolio 

Additional Estimates Statements 2015-16, Education and Training Portfolio, February 2016. e Portfolio Budget Statements 2016-17, Budget Related Paper No. 1.5 ï Education and Training 

Portfolio, May 2016. 2014-15 figure is the sum from the 2014-15 PBS (see notes b) and c)). f Mid-Year Economic and Fiscal Outlook 2015-16, December 2015. Savings of $273.8 million over 

four years from 2015-16. Funding of $325.7 million over 4 years will continue to be provided. g Budget 2016-17, Budget Measures, Budget Paper No. 2 2016-17, May 2016. Total savings of 

$247.2 million over 4 years from 2015-16. Funding of $206.9 million over 5 years will continue to be provided (Note: funding figure is sum of program expenses 2015-16 through 2019-20). 

SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION AND TRAINING AND DOCUMENTS LISTED ABOVE. 
 

Information provided by Education indicates that a total of 20 ASL (average staffing level), located in 
state and national offices, were allocated to the management and administration of the ISF in 2015-
16. Based on an average all-inclusive cost per ASL of $200,000 per year (salary, superannuation, on-
costs) the Departmentôs expenses for the program are estimated to have been around $4.0 million a 
year. The programôs ASL was reduced to 12 in the 2016-17 budget leading to total estimated 
departmental expenses of $2.4 million a year. 

The department has also indicated that other National Office resources are used to support the 
Program, including the Compliance Team assisting with ISF audit activities. 

3.6 Program performance targets 

The ISF was initially expected to deliver up to 200,000 training and support services over four years, 
increasing to over 250,000 training and support services over 5 years in the 2015-16 budget. 
Following the program efficiency savings described above, the actual and targets for the number of 
participants supported to undertake training and/or support services has been reduced to around 
64,300 over the six years from 2014-15 to 2019-20. 

The distribution of the number of participants across fiscal years can be seen in Table 3.4, again 
derived from budget and budget related documents. 
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TABLE 3.4 NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS SUPPORTED TO UNDERTAKE TRAINING AND/OR SUPPORT SERVICES 

Source 2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20 Total 

2014-15 PBS 7,000 38,000 44,000 45,500 - -  

2015-16 PBS 7,000 38,000 44,000 45,500 46,000 - 180,500 

2015-16 PAES 7,035 (actual) 14,000 - - - -  

2016-17 PBS  - Forecast 

22,500 Target 

14,000 

Target 8,800 Target 11,000 Target 11,500 Target 12,000 Target 64,300 

(incl 2014-15 

actual) 

Note: Performance criteria ï training grants are prioritised to micro and small businesses (expected achievement more than 75% in 2015-16). 

SOURCES: (1) PORTFOLIO BUDGET STATEMENTS 2014-15, BUDGET RELATED PAPER NO. 1.12 - INDUSTRY PORTFOLIO, MAY 2014. (2) PORTFOLIO BUDGET STATEMENTS 
2015-16, BUDGET RELATED PAPER NO. 1.5 ï EDUCATION AND TRAINING PORTFOLIO, MAY 2015. (3) PORTFOLIO ADDITIONAL ESTIMATES STATEMENTS 2015-16, EDUCATION 
AND TRAINING PORTFOLIO, FEBRUARY 2016. (4) PORTFOLIO BUDGET STATEMENTS 2016-17, BUDGET RELATED PAPER NO. 1.5 ï EDUCATION AND TRAINING PORTFOLIO, 
MAY 2016. 

 

  

It should also be noted that in response to the budget savings efficiencies and the reduced ISF targets 
noted above, Education has renegotiated the contracts with the Skills Adviser providers and the total 
number of Skills Advisers was reduced from 88 in 2015-16 to 55 by the end of September 2016. 

3.7 Conclusions 

The key findings from the issues discussed in this chapter are as follows: 

ð The ISF Program has evolved since it was first established as reflected in the revised Program 
Guidelines, which came into effect in September 2015, and the more targeted approach announced in 
the 2016-17 budget. 

ð The ISF has some relatively unique design elements such as the focus on growth opportunities and 
on meeting business skills needs, including by providing access to non-accredited training and 
allowing unincorporated businesses to access the Program. 

ð The Departmentôs Program administration operates on a distributed model with certain functions 
performed by State offices and others by national office, including the latter needing to approve large 
or high risk grants and taking overall responsibility for Program management and delivery. 

ð The two IT platforms used for ISF Program administration, DIISô SGMS and Educationôs records 
management system, ñare not effectively integratedò, this leads to additional administrative effort by 
staff. 

ð The initial impact of the major reduction in the ISF Program budget can be seen in the significant 
reduction in the targets for the number of participants receiving support through training and support 
services and in the number of Skills Advisers deployed. 

ð Due to the constraints on funding for the Program, program staff have had to óraise the barô by 
requiring a higher score against the ISF merit criteria before an application will be approved. 

The ISF is examined in greater depth in the following chapters. 
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4  A N A L Y S I S  O F  T H E  
ISFôS DESIGN 
A N D  
A D M I N I ST R A T I V E  
A R R A N G E M E N T S 

4 
 Analysis of the ISFôs design and administrative arrangements 

  

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter considers the appropriateness, effectiveness and efficiency of the ISFôs design 
arrangements, as described in the previous chapter. The chapter draws on evidence from a range of 
perspectives, including Education managers, Skills Advisers and businesses to inform the analysis. 

Australian Government provision of programs to assist businesses in general, and small and medium 
businesses in particular, is a relatively crowded space with several Australian Government 
departments having programs, which have some bearing on business needs. State and territory 
governments also have their own programs and incentives (e.g. payroll tax thresholds and reductions 
for business employing apprentices). Various mechanisms are used to avoid duplication of effort and 
minimise overlaps. These broader issues are outside the scope of this Review. 

At the Australian Government level, DIIS has a range of businesses programs designed to provide 
support at various stages of business growth and activity. The EP, provides advice and support for 
businesses to innovate and grow through three elementsðaccelerating commercialisation, business 
management and innovation connections. The program also links with the Australian Small Business 
Advisory Service and Industry Growth Centres. To be eligible for EP support a business needs, 
amongst other things, to have the skills and capability to operate in one of the Governmentôs five 
growth sectors. Some businesses that seek support under the EP may first be referred to the ISF to 
obtain assistance with their skills needs. Businesses who have received appropriate EP support are 
partially ópre-qualifiedô to participate in the ISF, as they are deemed to have satisfied a number of the 
merit criteria for the ISF. 

The Department of Employment has a range of programs designed to assist unemployed people 
obtain employment ranging from skills training to wage subsidies. The 2016-17 budget announced an 
$840.3 million Youth Employment Package to assist up to 120,000 vulnerable young people to take 
advantage of job opportunities. The core Youth Jobs PaTH (Prepare ïTrial -Hire) program provides 
assistance covering employability skills training, internship placements and a wage subsidy. It also 
links with the long-running New Enterprise Incentive Scheme (NEIS), which encourages job seekers 
to become self-employed business owners. While not directly linked, people progressing through 
PaTH and/or through NEIS could in due course find a future pathway through the ISF. 

Education administers a number of skills and training programs other than the ISF but these are 
focussed on the skilling of individuals in line with the Governmentôs objectives of ensuring Australia 
has an appropriately skilled and qualified workforce. In this sense the ISF complements and fills a gap 
in the departmentôs program framework. 

Under the current distribution of responsibilities for Vocational Education and Training (VET) State and 
Territory jurisdictions have certain responsibilities for the funding and delivery of VET qualifications. 
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The Australian Government provides financial assistance to the States for Skills and Workforce 
Development, through the National Partnership Agreement on Skills Reform and to eligible subsidised 
students undertaking Diploma and Advanced Diploma level qualifications through VET FEE-HELP. 

Hence there are various programs at the State and Territory level, and the States and Territories have 
various arrangements for consulting and engaging industry groups to ensure VET training is industry 
relevant. Their programs are predominately focussed on skilling and training individuals for 
employment. State and Territory programs are also focussed solely on supporting accredited training. 
State programs such as Skilling Queenslanders for Work are designed to avoid duplication with 
federal government programs. 

As the number, nature, scope and funding for programs of interest to businesses at the federal, state 
and territory levels are regularly changing and evolving, the business.gov.au website lists all the 
various support programs available to business and provides a starting point for businesses seeking 
assistance and support. For businesses seeking information on training options, the training.gov.au 
website is the national register for training in Australia and contains information about Registered 
Training Organisations (RTOs), Nationally Recognised Training (NRT), and the approved scope of 
each RTO to deliver NRT as required in national and jurisdictional legislation within Australia. The 
Myskills website (a national directory of VET organisations and courses) is another online resource. 

4.2 Are the objectives of the ISF appropriate? 

4.2.1 Strategic alignment 

The strategic alignment of any program with the Australian Governmentôs agenda and policy and 
program framework is a key issue in any evaluation. The evolution of the ISF to date indicates that its 
core role in assisting businesses that have a growth opportunity but are lacking the necessary skills to 
take best advantage of that opportunity and improve their productivity and competitiveness remains 
strategically aligned with the Governmentôs broader industry and training priorities. As described 
above, the ISF has a different approach to any of the other generally available programs, and is thus a 
relatively unique program which fits within Governmentôs strategic policy framework for skills 
development and training. 

The Program also aligns well with best practice identified from the literature review (see Section 2 and 
Appendix A). In particular because it: 

ð Requires the employers to make a contribution towards the cost of training, scaled according to 
business size and location. This means that the employer has a real stake in the training outcomes 
while recognising that smaller businesses need higher levels of support 

ð Uses Skills Advisers to help identify business training needs and identify suitable courses. Skills 
Advisers provide a ófresh pair of eyesô and their assistance is appreciated by time-poor business 
owners. The literature review identifies the use of Skills Advisers as a sound approach (see Section 2 
and Appendix A). 

The extent to which the ISF supports the Governmentôs Northern Australia growth strategy and 
particularly the Indigenous participation strategy is less clear cut. As discussed below, there are some 
elements of the Program design which make it difficult for many Indigenous businesses to participate 
in the ISF. The appropriateness of the ISFôs Program design will need to be re-considered by 
Government if the broader strategic intent of the Indigenous component of the Program is going to be 
realised in the future.  

The repositioning of the ISF reflected in the savings measures and the tighter targeting announced in 
the 2016-17 budget reaffirms the core strategic direction of the program, albeit at a reduced scale. 

4.2.2 Stakeholder support for objectives 

Having considered the issue of strategic alignment in broad terms, it is necessary to examine the 
appropriateness of the stated policy objectives of the ISF. The core policy objectives have remained 
essentially unchanged since the Program was first announced and reaffirmed by government 
announcements and in the two versions of the Program Guidelines. 
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As the ISF objectives are clearly focussed on industry needs, feedback on the objectives underpinning 
the ISF has been obtained through direct consultations with the Departmentôs national and state 
offices, Skills Advisers in each state and territory and by survey responses from businesses which 
have interacted with the program.  

Overall, support for the ISFôs core policy objectives is very high. Most, if not all, stakeholders 
consulted identified the following policy objective as the highest priority objectives for the Program: 

éto address workforce capability issues impacting on the ability of Australian businesses to respond to 

new and changing opportunities and to improve their productivity and competitiveness 

ISF Program Guidelines, September 2015 

All stakeholders also expressed strong support for retaining the above objective in any future iteration 
of the Program. Stakeholders identified the importance of having a program objective which focuses 
on both the productivity and competiveness of businesses, as the cornerstones of longer term 
business success. Almost no stakeholders consulted as part of this Review, expressed any 
substantive reasons why this objective of the Program should be changed. 

There was also general support amongst stakeholders for the Northern Australia growth objective, 
although its practical significance in the southern states and regions was seen to be quite limited. The 
Indigenous participation objective was either not known about or of less practical significance amongst 
many Skills Advisers in southern states. A proportion of Education state offices and Skills Advisers 
consulted for the evaluation questioned whether the ISF was the appropriate vehicle for delivering 
Indigenous-based objectives. Several reasons for this were given by stakeholders during 
consultations. 

First, the eligibility criteria which require applicants to be a GST registered business excluded many 
Indigenous businesses that share ABNs with not-for-profit parent organisations. A number of Skills 
Advisers who work in Northern Australia and regional areas, where Indigenous businesses were 
located, identified numerous examples where Indigenous corporations (which work in for-profit 
environments) had presented ñstrong growth opportunities in new markets, services or productsò but 
were excluded from participation in the Program due to their taxation status. 

Second, some Indigenous businesses are not easily identifiable without the assistance of other 
organisationsðsuch as Indigenous business councils and other representative groups. Generally, 
government support given to Indigenous businesses is often delivered or brokered through 
representative organisations, however these organisations are not part of the ISF Program. Without 
the formal assistance of these brokers it can be difficult to identify which businesses could be targeted 
by the Program. 

Third, once targeted, the incentives for Skills Advisers to assist Indigenous businesses in remote 
locations are limited. With the exclusion of the five Northern Australia skills advisers appointed after 
the changes to the program in September 2015, the remaining Skills Advisers are not provided with 
the resources, incentives or contractual terms required to support Indigenous owned businesses 
operating in remote areas. 

Fourth, the ISF provides businesses with Skills Advisers who deliver a relatively broad level of 
support. ACIL Allen has heard on numerous occasions that the level of support required by 
Indigenous-owned businesses is, on average, considerably higher than non-Indigenous businesses. 
Many Skills Advisers consulted for this project (who work with Indigenous businesses) felt that the 
workload associated with visiting businesses face to face to discuss skills needs and develop training 
recommendations, developing an application and supporting the businessesô obligations of a funding 
agreement far exceeded the level of support that could be provided through the ISFôs current 
arrangements. For example many Indigenous businesses are based in remote locations and travel to 
and from them to provide support can take several hours each way.  

It was encouraging that the overall business survey results indicate that the majority of businesses 
understood the Program objectives and the support the Program could offer to their businesses (see 
Figure 4.1). 
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FIGURE 4.1 DOES THE BUSINESS UNDERSTAND THE ISFôS OBJECTIVES?  
 

 

Note: 1. Sample size n = 219. 2. Responses to Question: 8. What did you know about the ISF before applying for assistance? Please rate how much you agree 

with the following statement: I understood the objectives of the ISF and what it is trying to achieve. 

SOURCE: SURVEY RESULTS FOR ALL BUSINESSES WHO RECEIVED AN ISF GRANT. 

 

 

4.3 Design elements 

This section considers the appropriateness and effectiveness of the key design elements of the ISF 
and the interplay between them. 

4.3.1 Use of Skills Advisers 

The government and industry stakeholders consulted for this Review regarded the role of Skills 
Advisers as crucial to the effectiveness of the ISF, particularly for micro and small businesses, while 
recognising that a substantial proportion of businesses applied direct for ISF support without having 
received skills advice. Skills Advisers typically have many decades of experience working with and 
advising businesses on their skills needs. All Skills Advisers are selected through a process which 
involves input and feedback from the Department to ensure their backgrounds, experience and 
advisory approach are consistent with the Governmentôs expectations and policy agendas. 

Skills Advisers are seen as having major roles in engaging businesses in strategic conversations 
about their growth opportunities, workforce development and business planning. They assess and 
provide skills advice and recommendations through the Skills Adviser Tool (SAT) (a Tier 1 activity). 
Skills Advisers also promote the ISF Program (a Tier 2 activity). They are also expected to provide 
other forms of incidental support, including guidance to businesses in completing their funding 
applications. However, ACIL Allen notes that some Skills Advisers considered the latter was not part 
of their specified function. 

Box 4.1 lists the roles that the Skills Advisers are expected to play in the delivery of the ISF Program. 
The roles listed are based on the wording of the contract between the Network Providers and the 
Department. ACIL Allen notes that providing guidance to businesses in completing their funding 
applications is not explicitly included among the roles listed.  
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BOX 4.1 THE ROLES OF SKILLS ADVISERS 
 

According to the contracts between the Department and the Network Providers, the roles of Skills Advisers are 

to: 

1. Build an understanding of the ISF applicantôs business, including its industry sector(s) and operational 

environment. 

2. Confirm the ógrowth opportunityô as identified by the business within the context of its overall strategic direction 

and market position. 

3. Identify the gap in the current workforce skills capability that (if filled) would enable the business to achieve the 

growth opportunity. 

4. Provide information on how addressing language, literacy and numeracy issues could improve the businessôs 

competitiveness/productivity. 

5. Develop and recommend skills training and other workforce development solutions that will provide businesses 

with the necessary workforce skills to address the skills gap and achieve the growth opportunity. 

6. Provide market and industry intelligence to the department and promote the program to business. 

SOURCE: DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION AND TRAINING 

The business survey results for those businesses that received skills advice and completed a funding 
agreement are overwhelmingly positive about the value added by Skills Advisers. The survey findings 
are presented in the following table and figures. 

Network providers reported that the Departmentôs expectations in relation to the role of Skills Advisers 
in marketing were somewhat greater than they believed they had offered in their tender. Skills 
Advisers reported that many businesses needed their help in completing funding applications. Without 
this help, these businesses would have failed to proceed with their applications and the skills advice 
would have been a waste of effort. Our analysis of the literature found that the use of persons to 
facilitate the Program (as Skills Advisers do) is also regarded as best practice (see Section 2 and 
Appendix A). 

ACIL Allen surveyed 145 businesses that had received skills advice. Table 4.1 shows the breakdown 
of those businesses by size of business. The percentage of businesses surveyed by ACIL Allen in 
each category, aligns relatively closely with the distribution of businesses that have received skills 
advice according to Educationôs advice on applicant characteristics as at 30 April 2016, namely 31 per 
cent for micro businesses, 37 per cent for small businesses, 30 per cent for medium businesses and 1 
per cent for large businesses.13 Note that the number of large businesses who received skills advice is 
very small. Therefore the responses for these businesses must be treated with a degree of caution as 
they are not a statistically significant sample. Note also that the large businesses had self-identified as 
having received skills advice. ACIL Allen notes that in general large businesses are not eligible to 
receive advice from a Skills Adviser, although there is scope for some discretion by the delegate in 
this area. 

                                                           
13  Industry Skills Fund Overview as at 30 April 2016, provided by Education 
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TABLE 4.1 BREAKDOWN OF BUSINESSES SURVEYED BY NUMBER OF EMPLOYEES  

Number of FTE employees Number of businesses Percentage of businesses 

0 to 4  49 34 per cent 

5 to19  45 31 per cent 

20 to 199  46 32 per cent 

More than 200  4 3 per cent 

Total 144 100 per cent 

Note: n=144 of a total of 145 survey respondents (1 respondent did not specify number of employees).  

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency.   

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 
 

Figure 4.2 shows that the provision of skills advice was a vital part of micro, small and medium 
businessesô decisions to apply for ISF support. 

 

FIGURE 4.2 WAS THE SKILLS ADVICE A VITAL PART IN THE FIRMôS DECISION TO APPLY FOR AN 
ISF GRANT? 
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1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (a) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The skills advice was a vital part of my decision to lodge an ISF 

application. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency. 

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

Figure 4.3 shows that there is a very high level of satisfaction among businesses with Skills Advisersô 
knowledge of their industry. 
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FIGURE 4.3 DOES THE SKILLS ADVISER UNDERSTAND YOUR INDUSTRY?   
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1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (b) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The Skills Adviser understood the industry I operate in. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency.    

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

 

Figure 4.4 shows that there is almost universal agreement that the Skills Advisers understand the 
employment and training market in the industry sector in which businessesô operate. 

FIGURE 4.4 DOES THE SKILLS ADVISER UNDERSTAND THE TRAINING MARKET IN YOUR 
INDUSTRY SECTOR?  

3%
6%

6%

3%

8%
3%

42%

75%
69%

100%

47%

17%
22%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

a) 0-4 FTE employees b) 5-19 FTE employees c) 20-199 FTE employees d) 200+ FTE employees

1. Strongly disagree 2. Disagree 3. Neither agree or disagree4. Agree 5. Strongly agree

 

1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (c) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The Skills Adviser understood the employment and training market in the 

industry sector in which my business operates. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency. 

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

Figure 4.5 indicates a very high level of agreement across all business sizes that the advice provided 
by Skills Advisers is regarded by businesses as being useful for both strategic business and workforce 
development planning. 
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FIGURE 4.5 DID THE SKILLS ADVISER PROVIDE THAT WAS USEFUL FOR STRATEGIC BUSINESS 
PLANNING AND WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT PLANNING?   

3%
3% 8%

17%
19%

8%

42%
53%

69%

50%

36%
28%

14%

50%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

a) 0-4 FTE employees b) 5-19 FTE employees c) 20-199 FTE employees d) 200+ FTE employees

1. Strongly disagree 2. Disagree 3. Neither agree or disagree4. Agree 5. Strongly agree

 

1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (d) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The Skills Adviser provided advice that could be used for strategic 

business planning and workforce development planning. 

Note Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency.   

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

Figure 4.6 shows a high level of agreement across all businesses surveyed that the skills advice they 
received was tailored to meet their businessesô needs. 

FIGURE 4.6 WAS THE SKILLS ADVICE TAILORED TO MEET YOUR BUSINESS NEEDS?    
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1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (e) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The skills advice was tailored to my business's needs. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency. 

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

 

The results shown in Figure 4.7 confirm that most businesses believe that the advice provided by 
Skills Advisers could be used for other operational purposes. This is one of the broader benefits 
flowing from the provision of skills advice. 
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FIGURE 4.7 COULD THE SKILLS ADVICE BE USED FOR OTHER OPERATIONAL PURPOSES? 
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1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (f) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The Skills Adviser provided advice that could be used for other operational 

purposes. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency.    

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

 

The survey results shown in Figure 4.8 show that virtually all businesses found the Skills Advisers 
easy to work with. This is an indicator that Skills Advisers are building good relationships with the firms 
that they are assisting. 

FIGURE 4.8 WAS THE SKILLS ADVISER EASY WORK WITH?  
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1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (g) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The Skills Adviser was easy to work with. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency. 

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

 

Figure 4.9 shows that there is a high level of satisfaction among businesses with the efficiency of the 
skills advice process. 
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FIGURE 4.9 WAS THE SKILLS ADVICE PROCESS COMPLETED IN AN EFFICIENT MANNER?   
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1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (h) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The skills advice process was completed in an efficient manner. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency.  

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

 

Figure 4.10 shows that there is a high level of satisfaction among businesses with the quality of the 
skills advice received. This is especially the case for micro, small and medium sized businesses. This 
is an important indicator of the effectiveness of skills advice. 

FIGURE 4.10 WAS THE SKILLS ADVICE REPORT OF HIGH QUALITY?   
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1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (i) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The Skills Advice Report that I received was of a high quality. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency.   

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

Finally, Figure 4.11 shows that the majority of businesses surveyed would recommend the skills 
advice service to other businesses. This further reinforces the generally high level of satisfaction 
among businesses with Skills Advisers and the skills advice process shown in the survey results 
above. The use of Skills Advisers is also consistent the best practice approaches identified in the 
literature review (see Section 2 and Appendix A). 
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FIGURE 4.11 WOULD YOU RECOMMEND THE SKILLS ADVICE SERVICE TO OTHER BUSINESSES?     
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1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (j) Please indicate your views on the following statement: I would recommend the Skills Advice service to other businesses. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency.  

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

4.3.2 Role of Skills Advisers promoting the ISF Program 

The preeminent source of information about the ISF for businesses that received skills advice was 
Skills Advisers. Industry or business associations were the second most common source of 
information for this group (see Figure 4.12). 

 

FIGURE 4.12 HOW DID YOU FIRST LEARN ABOUT THE ISF? (FIRMS THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE) 
 

 

Note: Survey responses to Question: 7. How did you first learn about the Industry Skills Fund (ISF)? 

SOURCE: SURVEY RESPONSES FROM FIRMS THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE 

 

We see from Figure 4.13 that industry or business associations again was the second most common 
source of information for the group of businesses that did not receive skills advice. However, the most 
common source of information about ISF for this group was a training provider. 
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FIGURE 4.13 HOW DID YOU FIRST LEARN ABOUT THE IFS? (FIRMS THAT DID NOT RECEIVE SKILLS ADVICE) 
 

 

Note: Survey responses to Question: 7. How did you first learn about the Industry Skills Fund (ISF)? 

SOURCE: SURVEY RESPONSES FROM FIRMS THAT DID NOT RECEIVE SKILLS ADVICE 

 

Training providers were again the most common source of information about ISF in the case of firms 
that did not execute a funding agreement (see Figure 4.14 4.14). 

 

FIGURE 4.14 HOW DID YOU FIRST LEARN ABOUT THE ISF? (FIRMS THAT DID NOT EXECUTE A FUNDING AGREEMENT) 
 

 

Note: Survey responses to Question: 7. How did you first learn about the Industry Skills Fund (ISF)? 

SOURCE: SURVEY RESPONSES FROM FIRMS THAT DID NOT EXECUTE A FUNDING AGREEMENT. 
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4.3.3 Demonstration of a growth opportunity 

There was a lot of commentary by stakeholders during the consultations about the understanding and 
practical implementation of a ñgrowth opportunityò as defined in the Program Guidelines. Some 
suggested that the interpretation had tightened over time.  

In normal business parlance, growth is seen as increasing revenue, profits, employment or geographic 
reach based on existing business models rather than necessarily involving diversification, new export 
markets and so on. Bridging the conceptual and terminology difference between these two views on 
ógrowthô presented a challenge for some businesses. On many occasions during consultations ACIL 
Allen heard different perspectives on what constituted a growth opportunity. Skills Advisers and 
Education officers both offered different interpretations on what constituted a growth opportunity.  

In short, there seems to be some confusion about what actually constitutes a growth opportunity 
amongst applicants, Skills Advisers and Education officers. We were told on many occasions that 
businesses had expressed frustration when different interpretations of growth had been provided to a 
business by Skills Advisers or Education officers. Addressing these divergences in view is important 
as it is these groups that provide guidance to businesses during the enquiry/application process and 
assess their applications. 

However, it is also important to note that some stakeholders had little difficulty in understanding the 
difference between ógrowthô and business as usual (BAU). 

Most stakeholders supported the growth opportunity concept but others felt some latitude could be 
given for substantial domestic expansion along existing óbusiness as usualô lines since that could 
improve them to improve productivity, competitiveness and employment outcomes. Other 
stakeholders noted that achievable growth opportunities in regional areas could be limited. 

4.3.4 Provision of grant funding to businesses 

All stakeholders broadly supported the ISF contribution and reimbursement funding model. Key 
observations included that: 

ð The availability of funding support was important to get many businesses to invest in skills training and 
workforce development. 

ð Most businesses did not object to making a contribution from their own funds and were comfortable 
with the sliding scale approach, which provides more support to smaller businesses, and with the 
concessional contributions required of businesses in Northern Australia. 

ð The contribution approach ensured that businesses had óskin in the gameô and were more likely to 
consider training decisions carefully and ensure the training provided meet their needs. The 
contribution approach also manages the broader risks of the ISF, in that businesses must pay upfront 
for the training and are only reimbursed for a proportion of the cost. They are therefore unlikely to 
engage in any undesirable or fraudulent activities with training providers.  

ð Business contributions are one of the inbuilt risk management features of the Program design and 
they reduce the opportunities to ógaming the systemô. That is, businesses must pay a proportion of the 
cost of the services they receive and they are unlikely to pay for poor quality or overly expensive 
training that does not deliver value to their organisation. 

The business survey results indicate that in the absence of ISF funding over 40 per cent of businesses 
would not have conducted the training undertaken under the Program (see Figure 5.2). 

4.3.5 Accredited vs non-accredited training 

State office staff consulted for this Review were universally supportive of business access to non-
accredited training, which is seen as more flexible, timely and relevant to business skills needs. It was 
also the only form of training currently available in some leading edge fields. 

Both State offices and Skills Advisers emphasised that from a business, as opposed to social policy, 
perspective it was the necessary skill sets that were needed, not an accredited qualification. The 
quotes from Skills Advisers provided below are highly indicative of the feedback ACIL Allen received 
about the value of non-accredited training to the businesses which participate in the ISF: 
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We know, and have known for decades, that businesses want and need the competency not the 

qualification. Businesses do not want to pay for certificates. They want workers who have the skills 

required to make their business a success. The ISF is one of the few programs out there which gives 

businesses the choice to select the training they most need (rather than) the training they are told to 

deliver by a traditional RTO which does not have a training solution which meets their requirements.  

Skills Adviser 

The non-accredited part of this Program is its strongest. Businesses love the ability for me to provide a 

tailored training solution against the growth opportunity the business is facing. Some businesses that I 

work with, work in sectors where traditional training options are outdated and underwhelming. With the 

inclusion of non-accredited options I am well placed to meet my clientsô needs. I would not like to see 

this aspect of the Program disappear.  

Skills Adviser 

In addition, many Skills Advisers consulted for this Review identified that the business owners, 
managers and staff they regularly advise already have the formal (i.e. tertiary qualifications) that would 
normally be supported by Government assistance training and education programs and often 
displayed no need or desire to support this type of training in their business. These Skills Advisers 
commonly noted that the direct and opportunity costs associated with a standardised qualification-
based training support approach could outweigh the possible benefit to the business and its staff in 
many areas where a growth opportunity is being sought (such as exports and new markets). 

However, stakeholders also recognised that there may be cost and quality issues associated with 
some providers of non-accredited training. Stakeholders generally thought that such problems could 
be readily detected and communicated and the perceived risks, based on experience with other 
programs such as the previous National Workforce Development Fund (NWDF) and the current VET 
FEE-HELP Program, were overstated. 

Stakeholders were also very supportive of accredited training, whether for skill sets or qualifications, 
where that met the needs of business. It was noted that there could also be problems of cost, quality, 
timeliness and relevance (e.g. training packages being out of date) with Registered Training 
Organisations (RTOs) providing accredited training. 

The business survey results show that for businesses that had skills advice the training undertaken 
was fairly evenly split between non-accredited, accredited and a mixture of both forms of training (see 
Figure 4.15).  
 

FIGURE 4.15 NATURE OF THE TRAINING SUPPORTED BY ISF (FIRMS THAT RECEIVED SKILLS 
ADVICE) 

 

Accredited, 33%

Non-accredited, 33%

Combination of accredited 
and non-accredited, 31%

Do not 
know, 3%

 

Note: Survey responses to Question: 16. Please identify if the training supported through the ISF was accredited, non-accredited, a combination of accredited 

and non-accredited or do not know. 

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESPONSES FROM FIRMS THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE 
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We see from Figure 4.16 that accredited training makes up almost half of the training provided to 
firms that did not receive skills advice. One possible reason for the difference between these two 
groups may be astute marketing by RTOs to firms who have not received skills advice. This would 
align with the survey responses from this group which identified training providers as the largest 
source of information about ISF (see Figure 4.13).  
 

FIGURE 4.16 NATURE OF THE TRAINING SUPPORTED BY ISF (FIRMS THAT DID NOT RECEIVE 
SKILLS ADVICE) 

 

 

Note: Survey responses to Question: 16. Please identify if the training supported through the ISF was accredited, non-accredited, a combination of accredited 

and non-accredited or do not know. 

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESPONSES FROM FIRMS THAT DID NOT RECEIVE SKILLS ADVICE 

 

4.3.6 Unincorporated businesses 

In September 2015 the policy changed to make unincorporated businesses eligible for the ISF 
Program. This change reflects the fact that as 30 June 2015, businesses operated by sole proprietors 
comprised 26% and partnerships 14% respectively of all businesses operating in Australia. While a 
much smaller sector than companies (36%) and trusts (24%), the previous exclusion of 
unincorporated businesses meant that a relatively significant proportion of businesses that might wish 
to pursue a growth opportunity were ineligible for assistance.14  

A small number of state offices and skills advisers commented favourably on the policy change during 
the consultations. 

4.3.7 Northern Australia and Indigenous component 

As indicated in Chapter 3, stakeholder feedback suggests that the Northern Australia component of 
the ISF growth stream is not a significant issue for businesses outside Queensland, Western Australia 
and the Northern Territory. Stakeholders in other States indicated that only a small number of funding 
applications had included a Northern Australia growth component.  

This may reflect the fact that the Northern Australia component is still relatively new, having only been 
introduced in the second version of the ISF Program Guidelines in September 2015. It could also be 
due to a lack of knowledge about northern growth possibilities among businesses located elsewhere. 

A somewhat different picture emerged from the ACIL Allen business survey results discussed in 
Section 5.4.2. A third of businesses responding said that they were operating in, or pursuing a growth 
opportunity in Northern Australia (see Figure 5.13). This compares to the 11 percent of grant 
recipients that Education has identified as pursuing a growth opportunity in Northern Australia.15 
Possible reasons for the difference might include: 

ð A disproportionate number of businesses located in and/or pursuing a growth opportunity in Northern 
Australia may have responded to the survey (about 40% of respondents did not answer the location 
question, possibly because they operate in multiple states/territories and regions). 

                                                           
14  ABS catalogue 8165.0 ï Count of Australian Businesses, including Entries and Exits, Jun 2011 to Jun 2015, published 26 February 

2016. 
15  Industry Skills Fund Overview as at 30 April 2016 (provided by Education) 
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ð Varying interpretations of what constitutes a Northern Australia growth opportunity under the ISF, 
including by businesses physically located close to but not above the Tropic of Capricorn. We 
understand that Education exercises some flexibility around the border issue. 

ð Some businesses may have decided to pursue a Northern Australia business opportunity after 
receiving ISF funding and enhancing their skills base. 

ð Some businesses may have Northern Australia growth opportunity aspirations but that element may 
not have been well developed and was not the basis on which they received ISF support. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, no specific initiatives were pursued in relation to Indigenous participation. 
Stakeholder feedback indicated that the Indigenous participation element had not achieved significant 
traction, even in Northern Australia. As an example of the general problem, a stakeholder in Victoria 
noted that over 300 Indigenous businesses had been identified in the state but not one had yet 
progressed to a successful ISF funding application. 

A number of generic issues were raised that were seen as barriers by stakeholders, namely: 

ð A lack of knowledge about the Indigenous objective amongst many Skills Advisers  

ð Certain growth opportunities, such as tourism, fell outside the specified growth areas given priority 
under the ISF. 

ð Many Indigenous businesses were located in regions where growth opportunities were limited or 
where industries were going through a process of structural adjustment (e.g. the resources sector). 

ð Many Indigenous businesses began as social enterprises and were established on a not-for-profit 
basis and were therefore ineligible for support from the ISF. 

ð Some Indigenous businesses needed support with foundation skills and it could be difficult for them to 
produce a competitive ISF application. 

ð Some Skills Advisers identified a lack of cultural awareness and capacity to communicate with 
Indigenous businesses in a way that was most meaningful to them at two critical points in the 
implementation of the ISF program. 

 ̍ First, the awareness raising campaign for the ISF was not an effective engagement mechanism for 
Indigenous businesses located in regional and remote areas. Some of the ISFôs early promotional 
material was bureaucratic in its style and presentation and not well geared to businesses that had 
not previously applied for or received government support.  

 ̍ Second, those Skills Advisers who work with Indigenous program participants identified the 
application forms and processes as being a barrier to Indigenous participation. In particular, 
technical language relating to the ISFôs merit criteria (such as definitions of a growth opportunity 
that refer to structural adjustment) are deemed to present barriers for micro and small businesses 
which are unfamiliar with such language. 

4.3.8 Are the ISFõs key design elements still appropriate? 

Overall the consultations indicated that the key design elements of the ISF are supported by most 
stakeholders, with some reservations. In considering the continued appropriateness of the Program 
design ACIL Allen has considered the counterfactualðthat is, what would be the implications for the 
ISF if some design elements were abandoned or significantly changed? And how would that effect the 
interaction of the key elements within the Program design and its overall coherence? 

Eligibility 

In September 2015 a number of changes were announced to the ISF Program. One of these was to 
expand the eligibility criteria to allow participation by unincorporated businesses. This was a relatively 
significant change as most government programs only allow incorporated businesses to apply for 
support. While unincorporated businesses have been declining as a proportion of all Australian 
businesses they still represent a significant proportion of all businesses. It is therefore considered 
appropriate, on economic and public policy grounds, for unincorporated businesses to remain eligible 
for assistance and support under the ISF. 
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We note that since the eligibility change was made, unincorporated businesses have begun to 
participate in the ISF Program. As at 31 August around 10 per cent of the approved grants have been 
to unincorporated businesses. 

See also the discussion of Northern Australia and Indigenous participation rates below.  

Skills Advisers 

It is clear that skills advice is a key element of the Program, particularly for smaller businesses. 
Without access to such advice fewer businesses are likely to successfully access ISF funding support 
and others are more likely to seek support for training that they perceive is needed to meet an 
immediate need rather than take a more holistic and strategic view.  

It is also clear that the delivery of skills advice by experienced and knowledgeable Skills Advisers is 
highly valued by businesses. It is difficult to conceive of an equivalent role being undertaken by 
Education staff with comparable success. This simply reflects the different skills sets, knowledge and 
experience needed. 

We also note that Department staff thought that applications from firms that have received skills 
advice are generally of a higher quality than those from firms that have not received skills advice. 

Feedback from Network Providers suggests they offer slightly different propositions and they therefore 
priced their offers to the Department differently. This is reflected in slightly different contractual 
arrangements between the Network Providers and the Skills Advisers. To the extent that the 
Department feels that the contractual arrangements between Network Providers and their Skills 
Advisers need to be different then they will need to more clearly specify what they want in the next 
RFT to provide these services. (See also discussion in Section 4.5) 

Growth opportunity 

The requirement to demonstrate a growth opportunity is a fundamental design element of the ISF 
Program and strongly aligned with the ISFôs core objectives. While some businesses demonstrating 
strong growth based on business-as-usual (BAU) models would benefit from access to the ISF, it is 
difficult to make a compelling case for change to the ógrowthô criteria, particularly in an environment 
where Program funding has been substantially reduced.  

Some Skills Advisers argued that the priority given to the specified growth sectors may disadvantage 
eligible businesses in other sectors. There were also some that argued for changes to the priority 
industries (for example to delete mining and add tourism). Both these views may reflect a lack of 
knowledge about how funding was being distributed overall. If so, then better feedback to Skills 
Advisers in this area could be merited. 

The feedback from state office staff was that some companies had problems understanding the 
growth opportunity concept and that more effort was needed to explain this concept. 

Stakeholder feedback indicates that Skills Advisers can play a significant role in discussing and 
clarifying businessesô growth opportunities. 

Grant funding 

The provision of grant funding is fundamental to the rationale for establishing the ISF and strongly 
aligned with the Programôs objectives. While it is possible to conceive of a Program which simply 
provided skills advice it is clear that it is the availability of a government contribution towards training 
costs (i.e. training grants) that makes the ISF attractive and effective in achieving a higher level of 
training activity than would otherwise occur. There is also a strong logic to providing relatively greater 
support to smaller businesses in terms of needs, benefits and capacity to pay. 

Furthermore, there is strong logic to the maintenance of a business contribution and re-imbursement 
model underpinning the grant funding. This model reduces the risk that a business, Skills Adviser and 
or training provider would game the Program. It also provides a mechanism which minimises the 
likelihood that systematic or wide-spread abuse of the Program will occur. In short, businesses will not 
pay for training that does not deliver the desired outcomes or generate value for them. 
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State office staff advised that companies generally had no difficulty with the concept of business 
contributions. Similarly, they advised that businesses supported the sliding scale of contributions and 
the Northern Australia differential. It is worth noting that the contribution model is also supported by 
our analysis of the literature (see Section 2 and Appendix A). 

Non-accredited training 

Withdrawal or a substantial tightening of support for non-accredited training would be detrimental to 
meeting the needs of businesses. This is demonstrated by the substantial use of this form of training 
by ISF participants.  

Reliance solely on accredited training would have a substantial impact on the flexibility of the ISF to 
respond to business needs. It would also eliminate one of the unique features of the ISF that is highly 
valued by all stakeholders. 

State office staff feedback was that companies highly valued non-accredited training as it could be 
custom designed to meet business needs. Non-accredited training also focused on the skills needed 
by the business rather than a qualification for their staff. Furthermore, delivery was generally flexible 
and timely. Finally, they noted that in some fields accredited training was either not available (e.g. 3D 
printing for specific applications), was not up to date (e.g. integrated solar electricity installations 
utilising the latest energy management software and battery technology) or no accredited provider 
was available.  

The substantial reduction in the ISFôs budget funding and the raising of the bar by Education in 
assessing the quality and competiveness of applications could result in non-accredited training being 
more closely scrutinised and a stronger preference for accredited training. Such a shift could 
disadvantage some firms. In that context, it should be stressed that while State office staff advised 
that many companies also valued accredited training, it should not be to the exclusion of non-
accredited training. 

Northern Australia and Indigenous participation 

Providing concessional contribution rates for businesses in Northern Australia can be justified on the 
basis of the Governmentôs broader policy objectives and the likely higher training costs such 
businesses may face. However the proportion of business contribution required is not related to the 
general contribution scale for other eligible businesses, and the rationale underpinning the differences 
is not clear. There was also some feedback from State offices that some Indigenous companies faced 
particular challenges in successfully accessing the program due to their lower literacy, numeracy and 
computer skills. The bigger point raised by state office staff was that many Indigenous businesses 
were simply not eligible because of their not for profit (NFP) status. 

It is probably too early to tell whether the existence of reduced business contribution rates leads to 
additional training in Northern Australia beyond what would be achieved under the contribution rates 
applicable to the rest of the country. 

The inclusion of Indigenous participation in the ISF objectives is not followed through in the Program 
design elements. That is, there is no concession or other incentive designed to attract or support 
Indigenous businesses beyond what is generally available, including in the Northern Australia 
element. While inclusion of an Indigenous specific design element would add some complexity to the 
ISF, the current disconnect between the Indigenous participation objective and Program design should 
be addressed, preferably in consultation with organisations such as Supply Nation and Indigenous 
Business Australia. 

Overall, State office staff feedback indicated that companies thought the ISF was a valuable Program 
that had some unique and valuable features that were of considerable benefit to the participating 
companies. 
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4.4 Program administration 

This section examines the efficiency and effectiveness of key aspects of the administration of the ISF 
Program. Stakeholders expressed mixed views about the administrative burden associated with the 
ISF. In general terms the administrative processes are designed to minimise the administrative burden 
on business users while many of the Departmentôs Program officers find the back end systems 
somewhat cumbersome and struggle with the workload associated with Program administration. 

4.4.1 The ISFõs application processes 

Skills Advisers advised that completing an ISF funding application can be challenging, especially for 
micro and small businesses, many of whom may have no prior experience with government funding 
programs. However, it should be noted that most businesses had a positive view of the application 
process (see Figure 4.17). 

Skills advisers identified a range of issues, including how to clearly link training needs to the growth 
opportunity, identifying appropriate training courses and providers, obtaining two quotes for the 
training, the limited usefulness of the Governmentôs skills and training websites, and IT system 
constraints. Many Skills Advisers advised that they were providing informal guidance to businesses to 
assist with the process and they generally believe that they should have a larger, more formal role in 
this area while maintaining their independence from training providers. 

Some Skills Advisers find the administrative processes relatively straight forward and no more 
burdensome than other programs they may have had experience with. 

While ensuring the accountability of public funds is undoubtedly important, a substantial number of 
stakeholders noted that the ISFôs administrative processes could be enhanced by taking a more órisk 
awareô, rather than órisk avoidanceô approach. There is little distinction between the assessment 
processes used by the Department for small and large grants. The State Office staff consulted for this 
Review noted, on numerous occasions, that they are required to collect the same level of detail from 
an applicant regardless of the application value or the risk associated with the application. For 
example, all businesses are requirement to demonstrate (in roughly the same amount of detail) the 
relationship between the growth opportunity, the business requirement, the anticipated outcome and 
the funding support being requested from Government. 

In addition, the normal processes of Program administration and oversight are made more complex by 
the questioning and testing of Skills Advisers advice, decisions made under limited delegation 
($20,000 grant value, $100,000 project cost) by Education state offices, all large grants being handled 
by national office and inevitable communication issues around changes in administrative policy. 

The business survey results indicate a range of views about various elements of Program 
administration. A clear and significant majority of the businesses found most elements of the 
administrative process to be user friendly. This was supported by the feedback from State office staff 
who expressed the view that most companies found the online application process relatively 
straightforward. 
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FIGURE 4.17 BUSINESSESô VIEWS ON APPLICATION PROCESS  
  

Chart 1 Chart 2 

  

Chart 3 Chart 4 

  

Note: 1. n = 219. 2. Question: 12. Please rate how much you agree with the following statements about the ISF's application process:  

Chart 1 - The Customer Information Guide was clear and I understood the application process and eligibility criteria.  

Chart 2 - The Call Centre (13 28 46) provided me with clear information about the application process and the eligibility criteria.  

Chart 3 - Application forms and online processes were user-friendly.  

Chart 4 - Any questions I asked during the application process were answered to my satisfaction.  

SOURCE: SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED AN ISF GRANT. 

 

The response in relation to the information provided by the call centre was the least favourable, with 
only 45 per cent of businesses either agreeing or strongly agreeing with the following statement ñThe 
Call Centre (13 28 46) provided me with clear information about the application process and the 
eligibility criteria.ò (Question 12 b). However, this is more likely to be due to fewer businesses using 
the call centre. It is worth nothing that 84 per cent of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that 
any questions they asked during the application process were answered to their satisfaction. 

4.4.2 Funding Agreement 

Businesses did not raise major concerns about completing the ISF funding agreement. However, due 
to some of the differences in the design and operation of Educationôs and DIISô IT systems for 
program management there is considerable work for Education staff associated with any variations to 
training courses, timeframes or people being trained. Any changes require a new agreement to be 
generated through a contract variation. These variations need to be generated even for what may be 
relatively minor changes. The effort required often seems to have been disproportionate to the change 
required (e.g. a contract variation due to a minor change in the delivery date of a funded application). 
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Stakeholders did mention some delays in notifying successful businesses of the outcome of their 
funding application. However, as can be seen from Figure 4.18 businesses were generally pleased 
with the time taken to assess their applications and advise them of the outcome. 

 
 

FIGURE 4.18 BUSINESSESô VIEWS ON FUNDING AGREEMENT PROCESSING TIME 

Chart 1 Chart 2 

 
 

Note: Survey responses to Question: 12. Please rate how much you agree with the following statement ñMy application was assessed and I was notified of the 

decision within 15 business days of submitting the applicationò.  

Chart 1 ï Responses from firms that had received skills advice. 

Chart 2 ï Responses from firms that did not receive skills advice.  

SOURCE: SURVEY RESPONSES FROM FIRMS THAT RECEIVED ISF SUPPORT 

 

 

The business survey results also show that the majority of businesses did not find the process of 
executing a funding agreement to be unduly time consuming. However, as Chart 1 in Figure 4.19 
shows, this was an area where businesses were slightly less positive about the process, with almost 
20 per cent of respondents either disagreeing or disagreeing strongly with the proposition that the 
process was not unduly time consuming for their business.   
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FIGURE 4.19 BUSINESSESô VIEWS ON THE FUNDING AGREEMENT 
 

Chart 1 Chart 2 

  

Chart 3 

 

Note: 1. n = 219. 2. Question: 13. Please rate how much you agree with the following statements about the ISF's process for executing a Funding Agreement:  

Chart 1 - The process of finalising Funding Agreement was not unduly time consuming for my business.  

Chart 2 - I had a clear understanding of my obligations at the time the Funding Agreement was finalised with the Australian Government. 

Chart 3 - The Department provided opportunities to resolve issues that arose during the Funding Agreement.  

SOURCE: SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED AN ISF GRANT. 

 

4.4.3 Monitoring, reporting and payment processes 

The feedback from stakeholders indicated that the monitoring, reporting and payment processes 
worked reasonably smoothly. In order to improve the efficiency of processing and distribution of 
workload, Education has centralised the administration of many Funding Agreements for smaller 
grants in a small team located in the South Australia office. Large and high risk Funding Agreements 
are managed by national office staff. 

The business survey results confirmed that the majority of businesses considered that the amount of 
information required to be provided by them was appropriate. Three quarters of the businesses who 
received skills advice agreed or strongly agreed that the reporting requirements placed on their firm by 
the Funding Agreement were appropriate for the level of support received. The figure for businesses 
who did not receive skills advice was slightly higher at 82 per cent. 
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FIGURE 4.20 WERE THE REPORTING REQUIREMENTS APPROPRIATE TO THE LEVEL OF SUPPORT 
PROVIDED?  

 

Chart 1 Chart 2 

  

Note: 1. Question: 13. Please rate how much you agree with the following statements about the ISF's process for executing a Funding Agreement:  

c) The reporting requirements placed on my organisation by the Funding Agreement were appropriate for the level of support received.  

Chart 1 ï Businesses that received skills advice.  

Chart 2 ï Businesses did not receive skills advice.   

SOURCE: SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED AN ISF GRANT (WITH AND WITHOUT SKILLS ADVICE). 

 

As outlined previously in sections 3.4.9 and 3.4.10 (more detail is provided in the ISF Procedures 
Manual Part EðPayments and Reporting) relatively little data is required from businesses in meeting 
their progress reporting requirements (for split and multiple payment contracts) and to acquit their 
contracts to obtain their final payment (e.g. evidence of expenditure, an independent audit, training 
commenced and completed). This reflects an appropriate focus on compliance with the provisions of 
the Funding Agreements. 

The administrative data available to Education is, however, therefore quite limited in terms of being 
able to make an assessment of the outcomes actually achieved by businesses. For example, there is 
no follow up process to establish the benefits realised from the training funded. The fact that 
Education is receiving second and third funding applications from some businesses indicates that in 
those cases the initial training funded has delivered direct business benefits that outweigh the costs of 
participation. It also may reflect that micro and small businesses with limited cash flow choose to 
sequence their applications for financial and capability reasons. 

The ACIL Allen business survey results indicate that for those businesses that are now in a position to 
assess the impacts of the ISF training, the outcomes have been positive (see the discussion in 
Chapter 5 and Figure 5.5 to Figure 5.8). 

4.4.4 Do the administrative processes support the Programõs objectives? 

The ISF Program objectives, expected outcomes and design features were all focussed on making the 
ISF an industry facing and driven Program. Part of the original intent was clearly to make the ISF as 
accessible and business friendly as practicable, within the constraints of normal public sector 
governance, risk management and accountability arrangements. 

Overall stakeholder feedback and the business survey results indicate that the core administrative 
arrangements are consistent with making the processes user-friendly for business. 

Businessesô views of the ISF were generally very positive. Almost all the survey respondents that had 
received an ISF grant indicated that they would be very likely to participate in the ISF in the future and 
that they would recommend the Program to other businesses (see Figure 4.21 and Figure 4.22). 
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FIGURE 4.21 BUSINESSESô VIEWS ON THE ISF (FIRMS THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE) 
 

Chart 1 Chart 2 

  

Note: Survey responses to Question: 21. Please identify how much you agree with the following statements:: 

Chart 1 - I would like to participate in the ISF in the future.  

Chart 2 - I would recommend the ISF to other businesses. 

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESPONSES FROM FIRMS THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE.  

 

FIGURE 4.22 BUSINESSESô VIEWS ON THE ISF (FIRMS THAT DID NOT RECEIVE SKILLS ADVICE) 
 

Chart 1 Chart 2 

  

Note: Survey responses to Question: 21. Please identify how much you agree with the following statements:  

Chart 1 - I would like to participate in the ISF in the future. 

Chart 2 - I would recommend the ISF to other businesses.  

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESPONSES FROM FIRMS THAT DID NOT RECEIVE SKILLS ADVICE.  

 

As can be seen from Figure 4.23, even the firms that did not execute a funding agreement with the 
ISF were overwhelmingly positive about the Program. 
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FIGURE 4.23 BUSINESSESô VIEWS ON THE ISF (FIRMS THAT DID NOT EXECUTE A FUNDING 
AGREEMENT) 

 

Chart 1 Chart 2 

  

Note: Survey responses to Question: 16. Please identify how much you agree with the following statements:: 

Chart 1 - I would like to participate in the ISF in the future.  

Chart 2 - I would recommend the ISF to other businesses.  

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESPONSES FROM THOSE THAT DID NOT EXECUTE A FUNDING AGREEMENT.  

 

However, both Skills Advisers and Education officers expressed some frustration with the 
administrative arrangements and the SGMS platform. While the latter cannot be readily enhanced and 
there could be considerable costs in doing so, there appears to be some scope for internal 
administrative processes to be further streamlined by adopting a revised risk management strategy 
that more realistically deals with the actual rather than perceived risks of the ISF Program and 
reduces duplication of effort. This risk management strategy should also include a review of the 
Programôs current delegations of authority to ensure they are aligned with the broader practices of the 
Department. Implementing measures to address both these areas of concern would help to improve 
the ISF Programôs administration. 

4.5 Improvements identified by stakeholders 

Most of the key issues identified by stakeholders have been discussed above. In general the 
suggestions for improvements fall into two categories ï general issues of principle and approach and 
specific issues of administration. 

The main general issues identified were: 

ð Concerns about risk both of from reputational and Program delivery perspective, including staff 
concerns about the risk management approach used for ISF. State Office staff considered that greater 
delegation of authority and responsibility and a greater willingness to accept the professional 
judgements of people in the field would ease the administrative burden.  

 ̍ ACIL Allen recognises that there is a need to be accountable for public funds. The challenge is to 
strike the right balance between managing risks while not introducing an approach that is more 
complex than necessary. Some stakeholders clearly feel that the right balance has not yet been 
achieved. They also believe that the right level of communication between National and State 
Office staff about applications that fall into the medium or high level risk categories has not been 
found.    

ð The need for better, more proactive and regular communication on changes in administrative policy 
and feedback on administrative performance. This issue is of particular concern given the distributed 
nature of Program administration and the various óhand offô points in the administrative processes. 
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Improvements related to specific Program administration issues were: 

ð Frustrations with the limited life time (30 days) of the smart forms utilised in the SGMS system, which 
required action to be taken to keep them active, and often did not work well with the demands on time-
poor and busy micro and small businesses. 

ð Uncertainty about why certain decisions are taken with respect to whether training recommendations 
are funded or not. Improved communication between the Department, Network Providers and Skills 
Advisers is again seen as necessary to improve the consistency of the ISFôs delivery. Also if Skills 
Advisers know why an application is rejected there is more of an incentive to go back to the business 
with a possible alternative approach. 

ð Apparent differences in Skills Adviser contracts both between and within (i.e. across states) Network 
Providers. While the contract details are clearly an issue for the Network Providers, those contract 
details can impact on Program delivery. For example, when contracts have no incentives or 
compensation for Skills Advisers to travel to regional areas those areas could be relatively under-
serviced. 

4.6 Findings 

The key findings from the issues considered in this chapter are that: 

ð The repositioning of the ISF to focus on its core objectives of supporting micro and small businesses 
foreshadowed in the 2016-17 budget is appropriate and could be quickly implemented through 
amended Program Guidelines and clear communication to all stakeholders. 

ð There remains a sound policy rationale and broad stakeholder support for the core objectives of the 
ISF. 

ð The ISFôs overall design principles are consistent with the best practices identified in the literature 
review (see Section 2 and Appendix A). 

ð There is a sound policy basis and stakeholder support for the key design elements of the ISF, 
particularly the role of Skills Advisers, the focus on growth opportunities, the provision of grant funding 
on a co-contribution basis and access to non-accredited training.  

ð The policy underpinning the Northern Australia and Indigenous participation elements of the Program 
reflect broader government policy objectives outside the original intent and design of the ISF. The 
additionality provided by these elements is not clear. 

ð The clear majority of businesses are comfortable with the administrative processes of the ISF 
Program, although micro and small businesses often need guidance and support from Skills Advisers 
with the funding application process. 

ð Most Skills Advisers and Education state office staff who are closely involved in the Program consider 
that there is scope and a need to improve communication flows across and about the Program. 

ð A more ôrisk awareó rather than órisk avoidanceô approach to Program administration could improve the 
efficiency of the administrative processes. 

ð The administrative data collected for Program administration purposes does not provide a sound basis 
for evaluating business outcomes. 
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5  T H E  I M P A C T  O F  
T H E  I S F 

5 
 The impact of the ISF 

  

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter considers indicators of the Programôs impact. It identifies the key stakeholders and the 
impacts of their participation in the ISF. It also considers whether these impacts would have been 
generated in the absence of the ISF. 

5.2 Approach used to analyse the ISFõs impacts 

The overarching policy objective for the ISF is to boost business productivity and increase the 
competitiveness of Australian businesses across the economy. The more specific policy objectives of 
the ISF are to: 

ð Have a highly skilled workforce that is able to adapt to rapid technological change, structural change 
and new business opportunities. 

ð Address workplace capability issues impacting on the ability of Australian businesses to respond to 
new and changing opportunities and improve their productivity and competitiveness in a global 
market. 

ð Support the long term growth of Northern Australia. 

ð Focus on promoting Indigenous participation and encourage businesses to think of the opportunities 
for expanding operations to and within Northern Australia 

The key stakeholders for the ISF Program are the employees who receive training under the auspices 
of the Program and the businesses who employ the staff who receive that training. In order to meet 
the above policy objectives of the ISF it is expected to deliver the following outcomes for those 
stakeholders: 

ð Enhance the capability and skill levels of the workforce in the businesses that are successful in 
gaining funding. 

ð Contribute to increased productivity and competitiveness of the businesses that participate in the 
Fund. 

ð Support the skills development of small to medium businesses, including micro businesses. 

ð Support businesses to respond to growth opportunities, especially in Priority Industries.16 

The following sections assess how well the ISF Program has delivered against the objectives 
specified above and the extent to which it has achieved the desired outcomes of the Program. The 
analysis draws on both the data provided by the Department, the stakeholder consultations and the 
results of ACIL Allenôs survey of businesses participating in the ISF.  

                                                           
16  Industry Skills Fund, Program Guidelines, 19 September 2016. 
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5.3 Impacts observed 

5.3.1 Outcome 1ñEnhanced capability and skill of the workforce 

As at 30 April 2016, 767 ISF grants for a total of just over $13.49 million had been approved.17 Of 
these, 677 grants worth a total of just over $11 million had been executed. The executed grants 
provided funding for 7,496 training places. Of these 1,193 training courses had been completed as at 
the end of April.  

It is likely that company employees who have completed their training will have improved their 
capabilities and skills as a result of that training. Certainly businesses surveyed by ACIL Allen as part 
of this evaluation are overwhelmingly favourable in their assessment of the training outcome. Figure 
5.1 shows that close to 90 per cent of micro businesses and SMEs either agreed or strongly agreed 
that the training outcome had been a good one for their business. Interestingly, the smaller the 
business the stronger this positive view was.  

 

FIGURE 5.1 DID THE SKILLS ADVICE CONTRIBUTE TO A GOOD TRAINING OUTCOME? 
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1. n = 110. 2. Question: 14 (k) Please indicate your views on the following statement: The skills advice contributed to a good training outcome for my business. 

Note: Only a small number of large businesses responded to the survey. The responses from these businesses must therefore be treated with some caution. 

However, they self-identified as having received skills advice and are therefore included to ensure full transparency   

SOURCE: ISF SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED SKILLS ADVICE. 

 

Figure 5.2 shows the responses of businesses who were surveyed to the question of whether they 
would have sought similar advice/support from elsewhere if the ISF did not exist. Over 40 per cent 
responded that they would not have conducted the training without the support from the ISF. In other 
words, some 40 per cent of business who participated in the ISF have received a better training 
outcome for their staff than they would have in the absence of the ISF. 

The fact that over half (54 per cent) said that they would have either paid for the training themselves 
or sought support from other commonwealth or state programs if the ISF support had not been 
available strongly suggests that the training provided was seen as important by the business. 

This view is supported by the survey responses to the question which asked for businessesô views on 
whether the training provided adequately addressed the skills need(s) within their business. Over 90 
per cent of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed that it had (see Figure 5.3). 

 

                                                           
17  Industry Skills Fund Overview as at 30 April 2016 (provided by Education) 
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FIGURE 5.2 WOULD THE TRAINING HAVE BEEN DONE IN THE ABSENCE OF THE ISF? 
 

 

Note: 1. Responses to Question: 9. If the ISF did not exist would you have sought similar advice/support from elsewhere? Chart combines the responses from 

businesses that did and did not receive skills advice. 

SOURCE SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED AN ISF GRANT. 

 

 

FIGURE 5.3 DID THE TRAINING OUTCOME ADDRESS THE SKILLS NEEDS OF THE BUSINESS? 
 

Chart 1 Chart 2 

  

Note:. Response to Question: 17. Please rate how much you agree with the following statement about training quality: The training adequately addressed the 

skills need(s) within my business.  

Chart 1 - for businesses that received skills advice 

Chart 2 - for businesses that did not receive skills advice  

SOURCE: SURVEY RESULTS FOR BUSINESSES THAT RECEIVED AN ISF GRANT (WITH AND WITHOUT SKILLS ADVICE). 

 

5.3.2 Outcome 2ñIncreased productivity and competitiveness of participating businesses 

Given that a relatively small number of the approved and funded training courses have to date been 
completed (1,193 out of 7,496 as at the end of April 2016) it is likely to be difficult for some businesses 
to identify whether the training received has improved their productivity or increased their 
competitiveness. 

Figure 5.4 shows that over half of the businesses surveyed who had received skills advice either 
agreed or strongly agreed with statement that the training has not yet been completed or it is too early 
to identify impact. Approximately a further 40 per cent selected not applicable as their response. Only 
10 per cent either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the proposition being put. This compares with 
only just over a quarter of businesses who did not receive skills advice agreeing or strongly agreeing 
with the statement. 


















































































































