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Right thinking
There is an urgent need for Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs) to transition from traditional, 
segregated models towards sustainable, inclusive employment pathways for people with 
disability.  With government policy and sector trends increasingly favouring open employment 
and market wages by 2034, ADEs face significant challenges: declining supported employment 
numbers, ADE closures and limited success in transitioning employees to mainstream work. 

In this article we propose a practical transformation framework, emphasising three core 
opportunities: commercial sustainability, workforce integration and wage equality. 

The framework supports ADEs to deliver commercially viable offerings, uphold human rights 
and create genuine pathways to inclusion, helping build a resilient and equitable future  
for disability employment in Australia.

From sheltered 
to sustainable
A practical framework for 
ADE transformation

A long-term vision for disability 
employment is emerging, without a  
clear roadmap for transformation 
For people with disability, employment offers 
an opportunity to earn, spend and save, be 
productive, learn new skills, and build work-placed 
social networks. It is a fundamental human right 
for people with disability ‘to work on an equal basis 
with others’ (United Nations, 2006).
A longer-term vision for disability employment 
is emerging in government policy and the 
operating environment; however, how to get 
there remains unclear. 

The 2019 Disability Royal Commission 
recommendations for employment focused on 
the transition away from segregated ADEs and 
toward a future of disability employment focused 
on work integration social enterprises and open 
employment with market wages by 2034. 
While the Commonwealth has yet to commit 
to these recommendations and uncertainty 
abounds, policy directions and trajectories point 
to a future in which: 

•	 people with disability have a range of 
genuine and established pathways into open 
employment on full award/minimum wages that 
include periods of time working in a supported 
environment on productivity-adjusted wages
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•	 outdated, segregated ADEs without a 
commercial offering or genuine support for 
people to explore employment pathways will 
no longer exist 

•	 ADEs that have transformed thrive by 
delivering a commercially sustainable offering 
and delivering an employment model that 
upholds human rights and offers genuine 
pathways to inclusion

•	 providers receive outcome-based payments 
for employment, training or goal-related 
outcomes achieved, rather than the current 
activity-based payments today. 

The challenge: complex, urgent and 
uneven
Given the near-term policy uncertainty, many 
ADEs are struggling.
We have seen: 

•	 More than 20% decline in overall supported 
employment of people with disability from 
an estimated 20,000 people employed in 
2018 (People with Disability Australia, 2018) 
to ~15,300 people in 2024 (National Disability 
Insurance Agency, 2024). 

•	 Closure, partial closure or near collapse of many 
ADEs (for example, Afford 2025 (Australian 
Foundation for Disability, 2025); Bedford Group 
2025 (ABC News, 2025); and Activ Foundation 
2022 (National Disability Services, 2022).

•	 Insufficient or reducing demand for ADE 
commercial services and balance sheet erosion 
to keep the doors open (Australian Foundation 
for Disability, 2025).

•	 Limited success in supporting ADE employees 
to transition into open employment settings 
(National Disability Insurance Agency, 2024).

At the same time, people with disability need 
expanded (not narrowing) opportunities, 
continuity of work, fair pay and real career 
pathways. The stakes are high and the path 
forward isn’t one-size-fits-all.

Why transformation must be pragmatic
Our work in the sector has illustrated that 
transformation starts with a commitment … 
Before initiating any transformation, 
organisations must be committed to better 
employment outcomes for people with 
disability through contemporary and compelling 
employment pathways and opportunities. 
… but transformation doesn’t happen overnight. 
ADEs need practical, sequenced moves that 
reflect where their business is today. 
The question is: where do you start?

Disability Employment Transformation 
Framework 
At Right Lane Consulting, we have developed a 
structured approach to help ADEs navigate this 
transition. It starts with three core opportunities:

1.	 A sustainable commercial offering and 
business model.

2.	 A more integrated workforce with diverse 
employee opportunities for exploring new 
pathways and skills.

3.	 Wage and employment conditions equality.
From our experience working with diverse 
providers and employers, each organisation’s 
starting point is unique; they will be driven by 
their own specific aspirations and imperatives. 
Depending on your organisation’s starting point, 
there are a variety of high-level strategic levers 
and moves that you can explore to address the 
organisation’s aspirations and change imperatives. 
We see this framework as the menu of 
transformation options that leadership teams 
must consider holistically, then determine which 
combination and sequence of moves best enable 
your intended strategic objectives. 
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Disability Employment Transformation Framework

a. Revenue 
model 

b. Cost 
structure 

c. Market 
positioning

a. Operating 
model and 
workforce 
design  

b. Job coaching 
c. Culture and 

leadership

a. Wages and 
industrial 
instruments 

b. HR policy 
c. Productivity 

and skills

Commercial and 
business model 
sustainability 

1

Workforce 
integration and 
employee choice 

and control 

2

Wage and 
employment 
conditions 
equality

3
Driver

High-level levers

• Diversify commercial 
o�ering to increase 
commercial (non-NDIS) 
revenue as a share of 
income 

• Transition away from or 
close lower margin or 
unsustainable product 
or service lines

• Pursue funding and 
commercial 
partnerships with 
non-NDIS funded 
supports partners and 
providers (e.g. Inclusive 
Employment Australia 
providers) 

• Invest in sales and 
marketing capability 

• Optimise corporate/
back-o�ce overheads 
for financial viability 

• Transition to 
integrated work 
teams, including in 
back-o�ce and 
commercial roles

• Adopt new 
approaches to job 
design, including 
co-designed goals, 
customised 
employment, learning 
and career pathways

• Pursue partnerships 
with mainstream 
employers

• Track and monitor 
transitions, retention 
and learning 
outcomes 

• Leadership and 
culture change 
initiatives

• Transition to 
relevant modern 
awards, phasing 
out use of 
supported wage 
award 

• Transition all 
supported 
employees to 
minimum wage 

• Structured 
upskilling to lift 
productivity

Example moves ADEs can make to transform

This framework is shown at a high level to illustrate the core concepts. If you’re interested in exploring 
the detailed version and its application, we’d be happy to have a conversation.
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Practical next steps for ADE 
leaders

1.	 Define your starting point: Begin with a 
clear-eyed assessment of your current 
operating context, strengths and challenges. 
Identify which transformation drivers, 
(commercial sustainability, workforce 
integration, or wage equality) require 
immediate attention. Don’t try to change 
everything at once; prioritise based on 
urgency, impact, and feasibility. 
Example strategic questions to consider at 
this stage: 

	› What is our most urgent transformation 
priority—commercial sustainability, 
workforce integration, or wage equality?

	› What are the biggest risks or barriers in 
our current operating model?

2.	 Define the future state: Articulate a 
compelling vision for your organisation’s 
future, grounded in an evidence base and, if 
needed, a robust business case. This should 
include what success looks like for each 
transformation driver, and how your ADE will 
deliver sustainable, inclusive employment 
pathways.
Example strategic questions to consider at 
this stage: 

	› What does ‘success’ look like for our ADE 
in 3, 5, and 10 years? 

	› How will our commercial offering evolve to 
meet market needs and policy changes? 

	› What workforce composition and culture 
do we aspire to? 

	› What wage and employment conditions 
will we offer?

3.	 Build a 12–24 month roadmap: Develop a 
sequenced action plan that sets out key 
initiatives, milestones and responsibilities. 
Focus on practical moves that will ‘move 
the needle’ for your priority drivers, ensuring 
each step is achievable and measurable. 
Example strategic questions to consider at 
this stage: 

	› Which 2–3 initiatives will have the greatest 
impact on our transformation goals in the 
next 12–24 months?

	› What partnerships (mainstream 
employers, funders, sector bodies) can 
accelerate our progress?

	› How will we manage change and support 
our workforce through the transition?

4.	 Track what matters: Establish clear metrics 
and reporting processes to monitor progress 
against your transformation drivers. 
Regularly review outcomes such as wage 
uplift, revenue mix, and transitions to open 
employment, and use these insights to 
refine your strategy.
Example strategic questions to consider at 
this stage: 

	› What are the most meaningful metrics 
to monitor our progress (e.g. wage 
uplift, revenue mix, transitions to open 
employment)?

	› How will we use data and feedback to 
refine our strategy over time?

The future of disability employment in Australia 
depends on bold, practical moves today. 

If you’re an ADE leader or sector stakeholder, 
let’s talk about how this framework can help 
build a sustainable and inclusive future.
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Want to know more?
If you would like to discuss this article in more detail, please contact  
Dominic Leaver:  dominic.leaver@rightlane.com.au

Dominic Leaver
Dominic Leaver is a professional strategist, bringing deep expertise in strategy design, business model 
innovation and operating model transformation to drive purpose and impact across the disability 
sector. With a strong track record of shaping and delivering complex strategy and transformation 
initiatives, Dominic partners with boards and executive teams to enable organisations to thrive 
commercially while advancing their mission.

Dominic has led engagements with diverse and large employers of people with disability, including 
Scope Australia, Sunnyfield, and multiple regional organisations to transform their offerings and 
operations. He has also supported the Department of Social Services in the reform of the Disability 
Employment Service. Through this work, he has helped clients evolve from segregated employment 
models towards open employment pathways, underpinned by innovative service design, enhanced 
financial sustainability and strong local employer partnerships. 

Known for his ability to navigate complexity and ambiguity, Dominic excels in guiding diverse 
stakeholders through strategic ideation, scenario planning, financial modelling and implementation. 
He is an expert facilitator, adept at building alignment and driving collaborative problem-solving in 
environments undergoing significant reform.

Dominic holds an Executive MBA and a Master of Policy Studies from UNSW, and a Bachelor of Arts 
in Communication from UTS. He is passionate about building resilient, inclusive organisations that 
deliver impact at scale for people with disability.
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Right Lane Consulting is an ethical management consulting firm serving 
the purpose economy

Our vision is to build a strong Australian purpose economy that delivers a fairer and 
more prosperous society.

Right Lane Consulting was established in 1997 to help private, not-for-profit and 
public sector clients to clarify and accelerate their future plans. We have helped 
the executive teams and boards of over 500 organisations to define and adapt 
their direction and strategy, identify and clarify their priorities, align their efforts 
with their aspirations, get their major projects started and finished, and measure 
and improve their performance.

Right Lane Consulting became the first management consulting firm in Australia to 
be B Corp certified in 2015. Right Lane Consulting has since recertified as a B Corp 
in 2017, 2021 and recently in 2025. Certified B Corporations meet higher standards of 
social and environmental performance, transparency, and accountability.

Taking this commitment one step further, in 2022, we transitioned to majority 
foundation ownership – the first Australian consulting firm to adopt such a structure. 
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