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A glimpse into government contracts 

Since the 1980s government contracts have been increasingly used to provide welfare 

services to civil society.  Australia has not been exempt from these transformations to 

welfare service delivery.  This background paper is based on a larger study undertaken in 

2013 as part of an honours project.  The study aimed to reveal the impacts of government 

contracts in the delivery of refugee resettlement assistance in both a rural and urban context. 

By doing so it also explored the relationship between the government and RRSs.  This 

current paper provides some brief insights into the honours study by highlighting some key 

points around government contracted welfare service delivery and more specifically on 

Refugee Resettlement Services (RRSs).  It also outlines some of the methods that were 

used in the study and points to some key findings.   

Background information 

It is a well established fact that RRSs play a key role in supporting refugees during the 

resettlement process.  However, since the intensification of economic rationalities in welfare 

service delivery Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) have faced some significant challenges 

in recent years.  A number of studies have revealed the implications of adopting these 

economic rationalities such as privatisation and contracting in the delivery of welfare 

services (see Eikenberry & Kluver 2004; Woolford & Curran 2013).  This background report 

draws upon these studies to shed light on some of the issues that reflect how government 

contracts affect CSOs such as RRSs in their efforts to provide welfare assistance to those 

who are in need.   

In the Australian context refugees are provided with assistance under the government’s 

resettlement policies.  This assistance is framed under the Humanitarian Settlement Strategy 

(HSS) and Settlement Grants Program (SGP) (DIAC 2013b)1.  The HSS programme was 

developed to provide initial support to meet the needs of refugees immediately after they 

arrive and is contracted out by government to a range of CSOs.  Resettlement services 

provided by these CSOs include assistance on arrival, information and referrals (to 

government agencies that provide income, health care etc.), and housing services.  After a 

1
 The study was undertaken prior to the 7

 
September election under the previous Labor Government.  

Therefore, it does not traverse new policy arranged that occurred under the new Government.  



2 
 

period of six to twelve months, refugees can access the Settlement Grants Program (SGP) 

which is also contracted out to CSOs through government contracts, assisting refugees 

obtain them with a range of skills including driving and job skills development (DIAC 2013c).  

These policies ultimately advance Australia’s commitment under the UNHCR 1951 Refugee 

Convention.  In terms of this paper, the focus will be placed on revealing what these 

government contracts entail and how they affect the provisioning of welfare assistance to 

citizens, including refugees who are on the path to becoming citizens.  These insights are 

framed within the ideologies surrounding economic rationalities that have been intensified 

through market like structures.   

Changes to the welfare state 

Since the 1980s the dominance of economic rationalities has become a prominent discourse 

in public policy making (Beeson & Firth 1998).  The dismantling of the Keynesian welfare 

state led to an increased focus on market like rationalities.  Within these new economic 

conditions there were a number of aspects of the welfare state that were affected by the 

dominance of economic rationalities.  Jessop (2002: 461) identified that some of these 

transformations to the welfare state included the liberalisation of economic transactions, 

privatisation of state-owned enterprises and state provided services and, the use of market 

proxies in the public sector.  In Australia these new economic rationalities were mostly 

evident under the implementation of National Competition Policy (NCP), which was 

introduced as a result of the Hilmer inquiry (Ohlin 1998; Laragy 1999).  In an effort to 

increase national productivity CSOs were not exempt from these changes.  Vicary & Henley 

(1999) revealed that these changes were mostly evident through processes of government 

tendering of service contracts.  It is within this context that transformations to government 

funding arrangements of welfare services have taken place.  A closer exploration of this 

specific government funding arrangement of contracting shows its impacts on CSOs and 

more specifically RRSs.   

 

Contracting out of CSOs 

Contracting is a facet of privatisation and is increasingly used by governments to provide 

welfare services.  Privatisation policies such as the National Competition Policy mentioned 

above emerged out of the so called poor performance of public enterprises (Boycko et al 

1996).  Privatisation aims to address these inefficiencies by changing the dynamics of 

welfare service delivery.  The contracting out of goods and services is one specific type of 

privatisation that involves the transfer of state enterprises such as welfare services to the 

private and third sectors (Megginson & Jeffrey 2001).  While this strategy remains largely 

unexplored in the context of Australian RRSs there are some key studies that have explored 

some of the implications to refugee resettlement, from both the perspectives of service 

workers as well as the refugees themselves (see McDonald 2002, Sidhu & Taylor 2009).   

To explain this notion of optimal efficiency a number of studies show the different effects in 

welfare service delivery.  For example O’Conner & Sacco (1993) showed that the 

rationalities of efficiency through the adoption of privatisation schemes such as contracting, 

threatened the welfare sector’s ability to place the dignity of people first, above government 

demands for its version of market values and provide accessible services particularly to the 
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most disadvantaged in the community.  This is an important observation and when applied to 

the context of refugee resettlement has significant implications for resettlement.  Given 

refugees have high needs it is important to look at how resettlement services are affected by 

government funding arrangements (see Waxman 1998).  To emphasise this point Waxman 

(1998) undertook a study of refugee resettlement initiatives in Sydney and identified some 

specific challenges faced by refugees including language, education, economic 

independence, mental and physical status, which highlighted their complex service needs.  

These immediate and critical resettlement needs, coupled with RRSs that area contracted 

under the overarching principles of privatisation create a complex environment.  What arises 

is a dichotomy of welfare needs and economic rationalities that have become increasingly 

prominent in addressing the social needs of the community.  In terms of this study, this 

dichotomy reinforces the importance of understanding the impact of government contracts in 

the delivery of RRSs in meeting the real resettlement needs of refugees.   

Methods 

This study used a qualitative approach to help understand the impact of government 

contracts on CSOs, focusing on the perspectives of RRSs located in GWS.  A qualitative 

approach locates the observer in the world, through interpretative, material practices such as 

interviews (Denzin & Lincoln 2000: 3).  The purpose of using a qualitative approach was to 

study things in their natural settings.  This particular approach was used in this study to 

reveal in depth information about how RRS managers and service workers perceived their 

impacts from government contracts and their relationship with the Government.  The data 

analysis in this study reflected the qualitative approach that was utilised to explore the 

impact of government contracts in RRSs that were located in GWS.  A coded theme sheet 

was adapted from Miles & Huberman (1994: 54) to help clarify thoughts and ideas that 

emerged from the data.  This same data analysis tool was used to analyse both the interview 

responses and documents including relevant policy and ministerial statements.   

Purposive sampling was used to ensure that the participants in this study were, in fact, 

managers and workers representing RRSs that were located in both rural and urban NSW.  

Each of these participants was chosen based on three criteria that were developed by the 

researcher.  The first criteria being that the RRS needed to provide resettlement assistance 

to refugees who have been granted a Refugee Visa2.  Examples of refugee specific 

resettlement assistance that these RRSs provided included language, resume writing and 

job seeking workshops, as well as case work.  Secondly, the RRS was in a relationship with 

the Federal Government’s contracted resettlement program.  That is, the RRS needed to 

have been funded by the HSS or SGP programme.  Thirdly, to address the aims of this 

study, the final criteria in the sample selection ensured that the RRSs that were chosen to 

participate in this study were located in rural and urban NSW.   

 

Some brief observations 

                                                           
2
 The Refugee Visa (subclass 200) is for people subject to persecution in their home country and in need of 

resettlement.  Most of these applicants are identified by the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) and referred to the Australian Government (DIAC 2013d).   
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From this study there were some key initial findings that assisted in understanding the 

impact that government’s contracts were having on RRSs.  Whilst undertaking the early 

stages of this study it became apparent that little research has previously been done around 

this area of interest.  Although there were a significant number of Australian studies around 

the impacts of government contracts in welfare service delivery, there were very few that 

focused on the explicit field of RRSs.  Amidst the escalating social and political interest 

around refugee resettlement, this study aimed to address the gap in current literature around 

government contracted RRSs.  The urban RRS managers and service workers who were 

interviewed for this study were located in Greater Western Sydney and provided some key 

insights into how their government contracts were impacting their refugee resettlement 

assistance.  They indicated that despite a level of flexibility instilled by their government 

contracts there were instances where resource limitations affected their resettlement 

assistance initiatives.  Some of these resource limitations identified by RRS managers and 

workers were also used to help them explain the relationship that they held with government 

staff.  From the qualitative analysis the relationships held between the RRS and contract 

managers was plausible.  Contract managers were helpful in assisting RRSs to provide 

resettlement assistance and at the same time ensure that they meet the clauses of their 

contract.   

Conclusion 

Refugee resettlement services are an integral part of the resettlement of refugees.  They 

assist refugees by providing them with the basic skills and information they need to settle 

into their new homes.  For most refugees RRSs become their first point of contact, 

emphasising their significance in the resettlement phase.  This background paper provides a 

glimpse into a larger scale study that sought to understand how government contracts 

impacted welfare service delivery.  This study highlights the need for further research into 

refugee resettlement services, a key aspect of Australia’s humanitarian efforts that must not 

go unnoticed.  Continued exploration into this area will help improve the quality of refugee 

resettlement being provided under government and market rationalities.   
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