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SAMPLE
Chapter 4  Step 1

Know your market:  
this is not about you 

‘I have learned, based on my experience, that everything is domi-
nated by the market. So whenever we are struck with any obstacles 
or difficulties, I always say to myself: “listen to the market, listen to the 
voice of the customer”. That’s the fundamental essence of marketing. 
Always, we have to come back to the market; back to the customer … 
We really cannot determine anything. The customer does that.’ 

Yoshio Ishizaka, Executive Vice President, Toyota Motor Corporation

The disability market in Australia
Despite the fact that I’ve used the term ‘disability’ market in the pre-
ceding chapters, the truth is that there is no one disability market. 
The disability sector comprises several different markets that vary 
significantly in structure and maturity. 

The vision impairment market differs from the hearing impair-
ment market which differs from the supported accommodation 
market – and that’s just for starters. 

The fact is, there are simply too many different ‘disability’ mar-
kets to address them all individually. But, no matter what market 
you work in, there are fundamental principles that apply to every 
market, so you should be able to find some information of use in 
these pages.
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On 16 September 2015, bilateral agreements for the roll out of 
the NDIS in New South Wales and Victoria were finally signed. It 
is expected that nearly 245,000 people will ultimately be covered 
by the Scheme in these states. To give you an early indication of 
the funds involved, currently the average annualised package cost 
(for these states, excluding residences in Stockton, Kanagra and Col-
anda) is around $33,357 per person.12 Bilateral agreements with the 
other states and territories are still to be finalised (and some early 
transition sites in Queensland have been confirmed).

There is no doubt that the NDIS is the ultimate market 
disrupter. The implications of the most significant reform in the 
history of Australian disability services cannot be underestimated. 
In this chapter we look at the big picture, and then drill down to 
the key target markets that will directly determine your ongoing 
sustainability.

The stats

• The NDIS will increase the number of people who receive 
support nationally from 220,000 to 460,000. Disability 
spending will increase nationally each year from over $7 billion 
to $22 billion by 2020.

• 18.5% of the population, or 4.2 million Australians, have a 
disability.13 

• 45% of Australians with a disability live in or near a state 
of poverty.14 This is more than double the OECD average 
of 22%.15

12 NDIS Quarterly Report, 30 September 2015.
13 Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers: Summary of 

findings’, No. 4430.0, ABS, Canberra, 2012.
14 PwC, ‘Disability expectations – Investing in a better life, a stronger Australia’, Canberra, 

2011.
15 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), ‘Sickness, Disability 

and Work: keeping on track in the economic downturn’, Background paper.
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• 2.7 million Australians provide informal care to an older 
person or person with a disability, with 29% of these people 
identifying themselves as the primary carer.16

• In 1993, the labour force participation rate for working-
age people with disability (15 to 64 years) was 54.9%, and 
dropped slightly to 52.8% in 2012. During the same period, 
the participation rate for working-age people without disability 
increased from 76.9% to 82.5%.17 

• People with disability are twice as likely to be in the bottom 
20% of gross household incomes.18

• Nearly 40% of Australian non-profit organisations receive 75% 
or more of their total funding from government.19 (This average 
is much higher for disability organisations. Over the last two 
years alone I’ve worked with clients who receive 64%, 85%, 
90% and 98% of their total revenue from government.)

Research by the National Disability Services (NDS) stated: ‘It would 
be counter-productive to drive out good not-for-profits if all they lack are 
resources and skills to market their services.’20

The same report found that the current disability research base 
is fragmented and not fit for purpose. Other key findings included:

• In 2012–13, 312,539 people received funded services and 
the average expenditure on disability support services per 
organisation was $3.3 million.

16 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers: Summary of 
Findings. No. 4430.0, ABS, Canberra, 2012.

17 Australian Bureau of Statistics, 4433.0.55.006, ‘Disability and Labour Force Participation’, 
2012.

18 Australian Bureau of Statistics, ‘Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers’, 2012.
19 ‘NFP Benchmark Survey Report’, March 2015, Russell Kennedy Lawyers and 

Pitcher Partners.
20 NDS, State of the Disability Sector Report 2015.
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• There are 2,151 disability support organisations in Australia, 
with an average of 145 ‘service users’ and 27 paid full-time staff 
members per organisation.21 

• A few organisations reported they were NDIS-ready on costing 
and pricing (20%) and marketing practice (21%). These were 
the two areas where those surveyed were least prepared.

• 67% of organisations did not have the minimum recommended 
cash flow standard of three months or more spending reserves. 
17% had a current debt-to-assets ratio of less than one.

• 70% of providers intend to increase the scale or range of 
services.

• 42% of small providers believe the risks of the NDIS outweigh 
the opportunities.

All the data points to increased consolidation, collaboration and 
partnerships within the sector: 26% of disability providers are now 
working in joint arrangements.22

The big hairy challenge 
The Australian disability sector is undergoing intense change and 
rationalisation. This is generational change the likes of which we 
haven’t seen since the introduction of Medibank (now Medicare) in 
1975. It appears to me that this change is being driven by three  
separate but related issues: the National Disability Insurance 
Scheme, the rapidly increasing demand for services, and the ageing 
population. 

21 The ACNC Australian Disabilities Charities 2014 Report stated that 11,528 charities helped 
people with disabilities in 2014 and 64.1% of those were less than $250k income. This 
included all charities, not just those delivering disability services.  
Source: www.australiancharities2014.acnc.gov.au

22 NDS Essential Briefing, August 2015.
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The overwhelming challenge for many providers becomes one 
of successfully achieving transformative change at the same time as 
whole of organisation operational change. It is difficult to separate 
the broad range of interconnected issues that lie beneath this. 

For simplicity’s sake, I’ve split these issues into the following key 
problems: 

1 Understanding the customer: Everything now begins with the 
customer, not the funded service line. This places the typical 
disability model on its head. It means that many community-
based organisations must for the first time think and act like a 
customer-focused business.

2 The cash flow gap: Under the new NDIS regime, it will be the 
client who receives the funding not the organisation. This has 
significant workforce planning and cash flow implications as 
funding will be paid in arrears rather than in advance. 

3 The funding gap: The NDIA pricing structure does not cover 
many of the organisational expenses critical to the quality of 
the service, such as staff training and professional development. 
This funding gap requires new operational efficiencies across 
the organisation and a far more diversified funding base.

4 The unit costings: Providers now have to know and really 
understand their unit costings in order to remain financially 
viable. They also need to test different costing scenarios around 
the expected client funding package. 

5 Fewer players: There will be increased industry concentration 
due to new partnerships, mergers and takeovers. The need  
to collaborate is greater than ever before as providers face the 
fact that they can no longer be the sole provider of everything 
to their customer, nor can they achieve efficiencies without 
scale.
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6 The talent hunt: There will be increased competition for 
talented, experienced staff at all levels of organisations, but 
particularly in senior management as new skills are required.

7 Increased competition: Providers with larger marketing budgets 
will more actively promote their services and new commercial 
providers will enter the sector attracted by the new client funding. 

8 Cultural challenges: There will be significant shifts in the nature 
and composition of the disability workforce. This presents 
major internal cultural challenges; for example, as you’re now 
in the business of ‘life outcomes’ not services, is your workforce 
age appropriate and ‘a lifestyle fit’ for your customer? Does this 
mean a casualisation of your workforce? How do you embed 
a customer-centric ethos if your organisation is split into 
functional silos? 

9 Strategic challenges: Issues such as a strong differentiated 
brand platform and an integrated fundraising and business 
development strategy are critical for financial sustainability. 
In the current landscape, this requires visionary leadership 
skills. How do you identify your ideal service niche and 
create an entrepreneurial mindset that is consistent with your 
Mission? How do you identify the partnerships you need for 
long-term financial sustainability? How will the organisation’s 
fundraising capacity be affected if their donors think the NDIS 
has ‘the problem sorted’?

10 Systems integration: The challenge becomes how do you 
successfully implement and integrate the back office and frontline 
systems required within the timeframe available? For example, 
how do you manage a QMS with a casualised workforce? How 
do you deliver a seamless CRM with mobile-enabled frontline 
workers and new Position Descriptions that enable sufficient 
autonomy?
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In the absence of strong visionary leadership providing a clear stra-
tegic direction, these hurdles may well be overwhelming. Things 
like unit pricing, delivering individually tailored services within 
a quality management framework, and funding the cash flow gap 
between what the client pays and what it actually costs to deliver 
quality services are major challenges for all providers.

Big and small face different challenges 
Many of the large providers will be well positioned to manage the 
financial challenges ahead; however, they face the challenge of 
removing layers of administration from their organisation result-
ing from decades of block funding. Organisational silos will make 
it very hard to create a culture that embraces change. Larger provid-
ers may find it difficult to truly innovate in response to customers’ 
needs. It will also be harder for them to target a clear and distinct 
market niche.

For some smaller providers the financial hurdles will be over-
whelming. For many, the loyalty and goodwill they may have from 
many years of reliable service provision of high-quality supports 
in a specific location will be a security. However, they still need to 
manage the significant financial issues presented by the new fund-
ing model and the NDIA pricing. 

The small providers may well have the long-term advantage, 
provided they can survive the NDIA pricing structure and build a 
financially sustainable business model that is successfully marketed 
to a clear niche. 

The new opportunities 
With an ageing population, rapidly increasing demand for disabil-
ity services, increasing competition from commercial providers and 
a full-scale national rollout of the National Disability Insurance 
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Scheme scheduled from June 2016, now is the time for disabil-
ity providers to reach out to the market like they have never done 
before. The NDIS brings significant opportunities for providers who:

• clearly identify their niche within their region and are prepared 
to be different and do things differently

• no longer see themselves as providers who deliver programs

• innovate by creating new products and services that deliver 
specific life outcomes

• rearrange their business model entirely around their customers

• collaborate, cross-refer and partner with other organisations 
(NFPs, corporates, small business and sole traders).

What research do you need?
The absolute first step in any great marketing strategy is market 
research. Imagine for a moment you’re a small business owner in the 
health support services market and you were thinking of expanding 
your business into a new territory. There is a wealth of local infor-
mation that you’re going to need before you can make sound busi-
ness decisions. It makes good sense to draw a circle around your 
current geographic footprint. Then you take a microscope to that 
market and gather as much information as you can. 

Here are a few ideas to get you started on your research: 

1 Market demographics: projected growth, age mix, cultural 
mix, health status and disability profile, etc. This data is readily 
available from your local area health website and from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics.

2 Review your competition: their pricing, services, locations, 
strategic goals, revenue, staff numbers, geographic footprint, 
history, management, business structure, marketing activities, 
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and the calibre of their local reputation and their staff. 
Ask your clients who they perceive as your competitors; don’t 
assume you know and don’t assume it’s another disability 
provider. Once you have a list of key competitors you need to 
understand how they describe their services, the key messages 
they use, how they position themselves. In the retail world 
‘comparison shopping’ is done all the time. An easy way to do 
this is to get on their mailing lists, or set up a Google Alert to 
monitor your competitors and industry trends. 

3 Identify your current and potential clients and referral sources.

4 Identify your current and potential partners. (What allied 
services exist in the area that might be a logical, ‘mission-fit’ 
partnership with your business?)

5 Where are the greatest areas of unmet need? What are the 
new market opportunities that already exist because nobody 
else has listened sufficiently to the unmet need? For example, 
is anyone currently offering a range of lifestyle choices to 
your clients? This could be things like further educational, 
employment or hobby pursuits that go way outside any previous 
offering to cater for the goals of the individual. How bespoke is 
your service? 

6 Who are the key local influencers in your area? The small 
business owners, the school teachers, the allied health workers, 
the GPs, the local politicians, the media outlets, the Rotary 
Club, the Lions Club, the service clubs, etc.

Identify your key target markets
Before you can begin to develop an effective long-term strategy for 
financial sustainability, you need to know your key target markets 
like the back of your hand. 
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As I said before, disability providers can’t expect to be all things 
to their clients. It’s just not healthy or practical. As in any successful 
small business, you need to know – really know – where you excel 
in comparison to the competition. (This is the only way to find your 
ideal niche, and we cover more of this later in chapter 7.) But before 
we get to your niche, there is a practical starting point that simplifies 
and fast tracks the planning process. I usually find that the five key 
target markets to address are:

• current staff

• current customers and their families

• future staff 

• future customers and families 

• current and future partners (you could include referral 
networks and donors here).

Just hold that thought for now. We’re building a Marketing Action 
Plan. I will return to these target markets shortly.

Disability is a local business
I cannot overstate the importance of having detailed first-hand 
local market knowledge. You need to live and breathe your market, 
because under the NDIS disability will become a local business.

Families don’t want to have to travel to find the services they 
need. Convenience, high-quality supports and customer service will 
be key business drivers. This is a huge opportunity for small niche 
disability organisations with entrepreneurial skills. The smaller you 
are, the more agile you can be!

As a result, you need to be aware of the emerging trends inside your 
client base, inside your own network of families, and inside your com-
munity. Be prepared to experiment and think beyond traditional disabil-
ity services to meet the needs of the families and individuals you serve. 
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Summary

�� The current market challenges require clear strategic 

direction and visionary leadership.

�� There are huge opportunities for the agile and 

entrepreneurial.

�� Do your market research.

�� Know your local market and the competition like the back of 

your hand.

�� Service providers can no longer be all things to their clients.

�� Disability is a local business.




