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BACKGROUND
The Disability Support Pension
The Disability Support Pension (DSP) is a Commonwealth government income support benefit
administered by Centrelink. The DSP is designed to provide financial support to people with
permanent physical, intellectual or psychiatric impairments that prevent them from engaging in
employment. The DSP is one of the largest programs of Australian government spending.
In 2016–17, DSP expenditure was $16.3 billion (10.6 per cent of social security spending) and
there were around 760,000 DSP recipients [1].
To be eligible for the DSP, applicants must be 16 years or older, have a permanent disability
preventing them from working more than 15 hours a week for at least two years, be assessed by a
medical professional as having a serious, treated and stabilised physical, intellectual or psychiatric
impairment, and meet income and assets tests.

Experiences of Disability Benefit Recipients
There is very little published data on the experiences of Australians receiving or seeking access to
the DSP. The National Social Security Rights Network (NSSRN), a coalition of community legal
centres, reviewed 22 case files to understand the impact of changes to the DSP medical
assessment process in 2015 [2]. The NSSRN also conducted an online survey of 100 DSP
recipients which reported that recipients faced multiple obstacles to claiming DSP benefits,
including a lack of information, difficulty in obtaining medical evidence, lack of understanding of the
requirements to participate in job searching, and the general complexity of the claims process [3].
A study by Soldatic and colleagues [4] found that the DSP eligibility assessment and medical
evidence procedures were reported as challenging and burdensome for Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Australians.
Evidence from international disability benefit systems, and Australian injury compensation systems,
shows that experiences of disability benefit processes can impact recipient’s health, social function
and quality of life. For example, a recent systematic review reported that strict and rigid
assessment and benefit processes, reliance on medical certainty, and slow decision-making
processes can exacerbate disability and inhibit participation in work [5]. A study from the United
Kingdom (UK) showed that reforms of the Work Capability Assessment in the UK to access
disability benefits was independently associated with an increase in suicides and self-reported poor
mental health [6]. A systematic review of qualitative research on interactions between workers’
compensation insurers and injured workers reported that workers can experience these
interactions as stressful and that this contributes to both poor mental health and loss of work
function [7]. An Australian cohort study of people with traumatic injury reported that some
administrative claims processes were identified as stressful by nearly one third of benefit
recipients, and that experiencing these processes as stressful was associated with elevated levels
of disability and anxiety and depressive symptoms and lower reported quality of life six years after
injury [8].
Understanding the experiences of people applying for and receiving the DSP can support
improvements in administrative processes which may ultimately reduce disability and improve
function. However, there is minimal research on the experiences of DSP claimants in Australia and
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a stronger evidence base is required to support service design and delivery. We aim to address
this gap.

Study Aims
This is a summary report from the DSP Experiences Study. The overall aim of the study is to
examine the experiences of people who have applied for the DSP and their interactions with the
Australian social security agency Centrelink.
The report presents some data from the 522 people who completed the study, including 300 DSP
recipients and 222 DSP applicants. The survey asked people about their experiences of interacting
with Centrelink and about applying for the DSP. This is one of a series of reports from the study,
and updates the data from the Preliminary report released in October 2019 which included a
smaller sample of participants. The report is intended primarily to provide feedback to study
participants and to the community regarding initial findings. Future analysis of the study data will
provide more detailed analysis of survey responses.
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METHODS
This is a cross-sectional study of a convenience sample of people applying for, or receiving, the
DSP. People were eligible to be included in the study if they were aged between 18 and 65 years,
were currently receiving the DSP or had made an application to receive the DSP, and were able to
complete an English language questionnaire via the internet or telephone.
Participants were recruited through two main channels. First, information about the study was
posted to social media groups that are focused on Centrelink and DSP recipients and applicants.
Second, the study was promoted via a range of disability support and advocacy organisations,
including via the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO), their member
organisations and other disability advocacy and support organisations.
Potential participants were invited to visit the study website. The website presented the study
explanatory statement, sought informed consent and then asked participants to select one of two
ways of completing the survey (online or via telephone).
Participants opting to complete the online version of the survey were immediately taken to the
online survey. Those choosing the telephone option were asked to enter their name, telephone
number and email address and to give consent for the research team to contact them. They were
then contacted by a study researcher who administered the survey over the telephone.
The study questionnaire (the DSP Experiences Survey) has been developed by the research team
using standardised scales and survey items included in prior studies of people involved in disability
benefit systems in Australia and internationally. These materials were reviewed for relevance and
suitability of language through an iterative process of review and feedback with representatives
from disability support organisations, and included trialling survey methods with people with
disability. The questionnaire includes a set of statements about interactions with Centrelink and
applying for the DSP. Participants are asked to indicate their level of agreement with each
statement on a five-point scale, from (1) strongly agree to (5) strongly disagree.
The study received ethical approval from the Monash University Human Research Ethics
Committee on 3rd June 2019 (Project ID 19466).
For this report, we split the sample into two groups including (1) people who were currently
receiving the DSP; and (2) people who had applied for the DSP but were not currently receiving
the DSP. For each group, we then present descriptive statistics to characterise their age, gender,
education, main medical condition and for the applicant group, their current Centrelink payment.
We selected eleven survey items for inclusion in this preliminary report. For each item, we
calculated the number and percentage of participants in each group responding strongly agree,
agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, or strongly disagree. We compared the responses
between groups to determine if there were statistically significant differences using the Wilcoxon
rank-sum test.
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RESULTS
Participant Characteristics
The group of people who had applied for the DSP were slightly older than those receiving the DSP,
though this difference was not statistically significant. There were no differences in gender between
groups, though we note that over 70% of participants were female. People applying for the DSP
were less likely to have completed an undergraduate degree and more likely to have completed
high school than those receiving the DSP. More people in the DSP applicant group reported a
musculoskeletal condition as their main condition than in the DSP recipient group, and fewer
reported an intellectual or learning disability.

TABLE 1. PARTICIPANT CHARACTERISTICS
DSP Status
Number of Participants
Age
18 to 24 years
25 to 34 years
35 to 44 years
45 to 54 years
55 to 65 years
Gender
Male
Female
Non-Binary
Highest Level of Education
Primary school or less
High school (not completed)
High school (completed)
TAFE / Trade Certificate
University - undergraduate degree (completed)
University - postgraduate degree (completed)
Don’t Know / Not Reported
Main Medical Condition
Mental Health Condition
Musculoskeletal Condition
Nervous System Condition
Intellectual / Learning Disability
Other / Multiple Conditions
Not Specified / Don't Know
Centrelink Payment
Newstart Allowance
Youth Allowance
Carers Pension
Sickness Allowance
Aged Pension
Other Centrelink Payment
No Centrelink Payment
Don’t Know

Applied for DSP
222

Currently receives DSP
300

p Value*

13 (5.9%)
34 (15.3%)
36 (16.2%)
65 (29.3%)
74 (33.3%)

13 (4.3%)
57 (19.0%)
76 (25.3%)
69 (23.0%)
85 (28.3%)

0.08

60 (27.0%)
159 (71.6%)
3 (1.4%)

78 (26.0%)
216 (72.0%)
6 (2.0%)

0.83

2 (0.9%)
49 (22.1%)
47 (21.2%)
80 (36.0%)
25 (11.3%)
19 (8.6%)
0 (0.0%)

2 (0.7%)
57 (19.0%)
43 (14.3%)
103 (34.3%)
70 (23.3%)
23 (7.7%)
2 (0.7%)

0.02

64 (28.8%)
70 (31.5%)
39 (17.6%)
4 (1.8%)
25 (11.3%)
20 (9.0%)

85 (28.3%)
51 (17.0%)
56 (18.7%)
22 (7.3%)
52 (17.3%)
34 (11.3%)

<0.001

161 (75.5%)
5 (2.3%)
3 (1.4%)
1 (0.5%)
1 (0.5%)
17 (7.7%)
33 (14.9%)
1 (0.5%)
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* p values for age and education level are from Wilcoxon rank-sum tests for a difference between groups, p values for
gender and main medical condition are from Chi squared tests for a difference between groups.

Interactions with Centrelink
Figures one through to seven summarise responses to a series of statements in the survey about
the persons’ interactions with Centrelink. The format for each figure is the same. Grey bars indicate
the percentage of the DSP applicant group responding strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor
disagree, disagree or strongly disagree to each statement. The blue bars present the same data
for the group receiving the DSP. The numbers are the percentage of people in each group giving
that response.

Figure 1. Responses to the statement ‘Centrelink has treated you fairly.’

Figure 1 shows that 39% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement ‘Centrelink has treated you fairly’, while 35% agreed or strongly agreed with this
statement. In contrast, 81% of participants who have applied for DSP responded that they
disagreed or strongly disagreed with this statement and 7% responded that they agreed or strongly
agreed. Participants who had applied for the DSP were statistically more likely to disagree with this
statement (p value <0.001).
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Figure 2. Responses to the statement 'The amount of Centrelink payments you receive are enough for
you to buy what you need.'
Figure 2 shows that 77% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement ‘The amount of Centrelink payments you receive are enough for you to buy what you
need’, while 11% agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. 93% of participants who have
applied for DSP responded that they disagreed or strongly disagreed and 4% responded that they
agreed or strongly agreed. Participants who had applied for the DSP were statistically more likely
to disagree with this statement (p value <0.001).
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Figure 3. Responses to the statement ‘Centrelink has made decisions quickly’.
Figure 3 shows that 57% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement ‘Centrelink has made decisions quickly’, while 21% agreed or strongly agreed with this
statement. 70% of participants who have applied for the DSP responded that they disagreed or
strongly disagreed and 17% responded that they agreed or strongly agreed. Participants who had
applied for the DSP were statistically more likely to disagree with this statement (p value <0.001).
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Figure 4. Responses to the statement ‘Centrelink has explained the way decisions are made’.

Figure 4 shows that 62% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement ‘Centrelink has explained the way decisions are made’, while 19% agreed or strongly
agreed with this statement. 71% of participants who have applied for DSP responded that they
disagreed or strongly disagreed and 12% responded that they agreed or strongly agreed.
Participants who had applied for the DSP were statistically more likely to disagree with this
statement (p value <0.001).
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Figure 5. Responses to the statement 'It has been easy to get in contact with Centrelink'.

Figure 5 shows that 87% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement ‘It has been easy to get in contact with Centrelink’, while 5% agreed or strongly agreed
with this statement. 92% of participants who have applied for DSP responded that they disagreed
or strongly disagreed and 4% responded that they agreed or strongly agreed. Participants who had
applied for the DSP were statistically more likely to disagree with this statement (p value = 0.01).
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Figure 6. Responses to the statement ‘Centrelink staff have treated you with respect’.

Figure 6 shows that 34% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement ‘Centrelink staff have treated you with respect’, while 42% agreed or strongly agreed
with this statement. Of participants who have applied for the DSP, 39% responded that they
disagreed or strongly disagreed and 35% responded that they agreed or strongly agreed.
Participants who were receiving the DSP were statistically more likely to agree with this statement
(p value = 0.03).
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Figure 7. Responses to the statement 'Overall, your interactions with Centrelink have been stress-free'.

Figure 7 shows that 78% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement ‘Overall, your interactions with Centrelink have been stress-free’, while 10% agreed or
strongly agreed with this statement. In contrast, 92% of participants who have applied for DSP
responded that they disagreed or strongly disagreed, with the vast majority (82%) strongly
disagreeing with this statement. Participants who had applied for the DSP were statistically more
likely to disagree with the statement (p value <0.001).
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Applying for the DSP
Figures eight to eleven summarise responses to a series of statements in the survey about the
applying for the DSP. The format for each figure is the same. Grey bars indicate the percentage of
the DSP Applicant group responding strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree or
strongly disagree to each statement. The blue bars present the same data for the group receiving
the DSP. The numbers are the percentage of people in each group giving that response.

Figure 8. Responses to the statement 'The DSP application process is simple'.

Figure 8 shows that 82% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement ‘The DSP application process is simple’, while 8% agreed or strongly agreed with this
statement. In contrast, 92% of participants who have applied for DSP responded that they
disagreed or strongly disagreed and 2% responded that they agreed or strongly agreed.
Participants who had applied for the DSP were statistically more likely to disagree with this
statement (p value <0.001).
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Figure 9. Responses to the statement ‘You needed help to apply for the DSP.’

Figure 9 shows that 17% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement ‘You needed help to apply for the DSP’, while 77% agreed or strongly agreed with this
statement. In contrast, 11% of participants who have applied for DSP responded that they
disagreed or strongly disagreed and 82% responded that they agreed or strongly agreed. There
were no statistical differences between the two groups (p value = 0.19).
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Figure 10. Responses to the statement 'Responding to Centrelink requests has been easy'.

Figure 10 shows that 61% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with
the statement ‘Responding to Centrelink requests has been easy’, while 21% agreed or strongly
agreed with this statement. 71% of participants who have applied for DSP responded that they
disagreed or strongly disagreed and 11% responded that they agreed or strongly agreed.
Participants who had applied for the DSP were statistically more likely to disagree with the
statement (p value <0.001).
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Figure 11. Responses to the statement ‘Applying for the DSP has upset your relationships with friends
and family’.

Figure 11 shows that 43% of participants receiving the DSP disagreed or strongly disagreed with
the statement ‘Applying for the DSP has upset your relationships with friends and family’, while
32% agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. In contrast 27% of participants who have
applied for DSP responded that they disagreed or strongly disagreed and 48% responded that they
agreed or strongly agreed. Participants who had applied for the DSP were statistically more likely
to agree with the statement (p value <0.001).
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Figure 12. Responses to the question 'How long did it take Centrelink to make a decision on your DSP
application?' This question was only asked to those who were currently receiving the DSP.

Figure 12 presents a summary of responses by people currently receiving the DSP to the question
“How long did Centrelink take to make a decision on your DSP application?” The majority of
participants (64%) reported that a decision was made in under 6 months, while 20% indicate that
the decision took more than 12 months.
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Figure 13. Responses to the question ‘How long has it been since you applied for the DSP?’ This
question was only asked to those who were not currently receiving the DSP but had applied.
Finally, Figure 13 presents responses from people who have applied to the DSP to the question
“How long has it been since you applied for the DSP?” A total of 39% of respondents who had
applied for the DSP had done so within the previous 6 months, and a further 37% had applied
more than a year ago.
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SUMMARY, LIMITATIONS AND NEXT STEPS
This report presents an initial, high level analysis of responses to a survey of DSP recipients and
applicants regarding their interactions with Centrelink and experiences of applying for the DSP.
Findings suggest that both DSP applicants and recipients find their interactions with Centrelink and
the DSP application process to be challenging and opaque. For example, the majority of
respondents, including both people who are receiving the DSP and those who have applied for the
DSP, disagree with statements that Centrelink has made decisions quickly, explained the way
decisions are made, and are easy to get in contact with. Similarly, most respondents in both
groups disagree with statements that the DSP application process has been simple and that
responding to Centrelink requests during the application has been easy, while more than threequarters of respondents in both groups agreed that they needed help to apply for the DSP. Results
also provide initial evidence that people are experiencing their interactions with Centrelink as
stressful. The vast majority of respondents disagreed that their interactions had been stress-free,
and many also reported that their relationships with friends and family had been adversely affected
during the DSP application process. In contrast, there were more positive overall responses from
both groups to statements about being treated with respect by Centrelink staff.
These findings were generally more pronounced in people who have applied for the DSP than
those currently receiving the DSP. We note that 85% of the DSP applicant group were also
Centrelink clients, with the majority receiving the Newstart Allowance at the time of completing the
survey.
This report presents a snapshot of the first 522 responses to the DSP Experiences Survey, and is
intended primarily to provide feedback on high level findings to study participants and the disability
community who have supported the study. Care should be taken in interpreting these early
findings. While we did not observe significant differences in the age or gender profile of the DSP
applicant and recipient groups, there were some statistical differences in education levels between
groups. Our analysis did not adjust for these factors or for the range of medical conditions and
disabilities reported by both groups. Future analysis of the full dataset from the DSP Experience
Study will examine responses by age, gender and primary medical condition or disability; and will
examine statistical associations between experiences of Centrelink and DSP application processes
and health-related quality of life.
While our sample included people with a diverse array of medical conditions and disabilities, there
will also be some groups, such as those with severe cognitive or psychological or intellectual
impairment, who were not able to participate in the survey as the main data collection method is
online. This means our sample is likely to have some biases and may not accurately represent the
population of DSP recipients and applicants. Future reports will also compare the sample of people
who complete the survey with the population of DSP recipients and applicants to determine its
representativeness.
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