
 

What happens when you free unemployed
Australians from 'mutual obligations' and
boost their benefits? We just found out
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During COVID-19 the government ran what turned out to be a giant real-
world experiment into what happens when you boost someone's
unemployment benefits and free them of the "mutual obligation" to
apply for jobs.
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On April 27 2020 the government as good as doubled the $565.70 per
fortnight JobSeeker payment, lifting it by $550 per fortnight for what
turned out to be six months. In September the boost dropped to $250 per
fortnight, and in December to $150 per fortnight.

Next Thursday the boost vanishes, although the base rate of JobSeeker
will climb by a less-than substantial $50 a fortnight, leaving recipients
$100 a fortnight worse off than they have been, $500 per fortnight worse
off than back when JobSeeker doubled and back well below the poverty
line.

From Thursday April 1 they will also be subject to much more
demanding work tests, having to show they have applied for a minimum
of 15 jobs a month, climbing to 20 jobs a month from July 1.

On top of that the government has announced

a return to compulsory face-to-face meetings with Jobactive
providers
work-for-the-dole after six months of unemployment
a dob-in line for employers to report jobseekers who seem not to
be genuine
increased auditing of job applications to ensure they are
legitimate

They are the sort of "mutual obligations" that were scrapped while
JobSeeker was doubled.

Yet the government's natural experiment where they doubled benefits
and freed recipients of "mutual obligations" provides us with an
opportunity to examine how a more generous approach affected
recipients and whether, as the government says, a tougher approach is
needed in order to compel people to work.
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https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/coronavirus-supplement
https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/individuals/services/centrelink/jobseeker-payment/what-your-commitments-are
https://www.pm.gov.au/media/morrison-government-commits-record-9b-social-security-safety-net
https://www.news.com.au/finance/work/scott-morrison-says-aussies-refusing-to-work-due-to-higher-dole-payments/news-story/f72d57e48d29ae3e238c99b829409c7c


 

During last year's more generous approach, we conducted an online
survey of JobSeeker recipients and found that (contrary to what appears
to be the government's expectation), it was helping get people into work.

Freed of "mutual obligations," many were able to devote time to
reengaging with the workforce.

As one respondent said, "I was able to focus on getting myself back into
the workforce. Yes, mutual obligation activities PREVENT people from
being able to start a new business or re-enter the workforce as an
employee."

And the extra income freed recipients to do things that would advance
their employment prospects; either through study, through properly
looking for work, or buying the tools needed to get work.

One said "I could buy things that helped me with
employment—equipment for online work, a bicycle for travel, a proper
phone"

An Australia Institute review of unemployment payments and work
incentives in 33 OECD countries found something similar—that higher
payments correlate to lower unemployment.

Another respondent said the suspended mutual obligation requirements
made it easier to care for an elderly parent during pandemic and their
recovery from major surgery.

Another said she had been able to focus on her health needs and her
children.

People on social security are often accused of being dependent on
welfare, but it's often the economy and society that are dependent on
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https://www.cfecfw.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Social-security-and-time-use-during-COVID-19-Report-Treating-Families-Fairly-2021.pdf
https://www.cfecfw.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Social-security-and-time-use-during-COVID-19-Report-Treating-Families-Fairly-2021.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/extra+income/
https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/P1035-Unemployment-payments-and-work-incentives-WEB.pdf
https://phys.org/tags/obligation/
https://phys.org/tags/major+surgery/


 

their unpaid labor.

Yet (except for during the worst of the pandemic) these people have
been denied a safety net that ensures their survival.

The inadequacy of payments goes to a major and enduring flaw in the
Australian social security system— its inability to recognize all of the
productive activities people undertake, including unpaid care largely
undertaken by women.

The decisions the government took during 2020 made a major
difference to the lives of people outside the formal workforce.

They enabled them to turn their attention away from day-to-day survival
towards envisioning and realizing a more financially and emotionally
sustainable future for themselves and their dependants.

The flow-on benefits, to all of us, ought to be substantial.

The government ought to be very interested.

If it was, it would examine the findings further, but they don't seem to be
on its radar.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://phys.org/tags/social+security/
https://www.canberratimes.com.au/story/6836986/not-enough-work-there-is-plenty-we-just-need-to-pay-for-it/
https://phys.org/tags/government/
https://theconversation.com
https://theconversation.com/what-happens-when-you-free-unemployed-australians-from-mutual-obligations-and-boost-their-benefits-we-just-found-out-157506
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