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This is a summary of the report on this project. 

Background to the project 

Centrelink is a government agency delivering a range of Commonwealth services to the 

Australian community, and was established so that people can get more of the help they need 

in one place. As such, Centrelink has a growing strategic focus on helping people to help 

themselves through an increasing range of self-service options. This has been brought about, 

in part, by the burgeoning requirements for Centrelink services particularly in the area of 

workforce participation. The challenge for Centrelink is to provide self-service in such a way 

that the requirement for interaction with customer service staff through face-to-face 

interviews or telephone based support centres can be reduced. This challenge is significant as 

the richness of human-to-human interaction is unlikely to be replaced by an automated 

system. However, there are aspects of interactions such as answering ‘what-if’ questions and 

exploring scenarios that can be supported through self-service systems.  

This research partnership between The University of Melbourne, Novell and Centrelink focused 

on the online self-service delivery channel and was established to explore how emerging user-

design concepts could be used to improve the quality of the online customer’s experience with 

Centrelink, while also contributing to Centrelink’s policy goal of helping working age 

customers understand their options around workforce participation. These goals are in line 

with Centrelink’s aims of making its services easier to use and more convenient for citizens 

and, at the same time, delivering government policy outcomes, such as encouraging workforce 

participation and reducing welfare dependency, on behalf of purchasing agencies. 

At present Centrelink’s initial online customer interactions employ an extensive, structured 

list of questions with the purpose of gathering data and assessing the needs of the customer. 

Questions are asked to solicit personal information such as birthplace, abilities, education, 

residential situation and work experience.  

The research 

This research explored a way to improve the quality of online interactions by allowing 

customers to safely and confidentially explore and experiment with various scenarios of 

actions and their outcomes. The objective was to determine the potential of this approach to: 

• make online contacts with Centrelink more engaging and convenient for customers; 

• encourage less-experienced online users to interact with Centrelink using self-service; 

• use the online environment to promote the benefits of workforce participation; 

• help customers take an active role in planning a pathway toward self-sufficiency. 
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The research was conducted in two stages. The first stage reviewed the literature relevant to 

creating engaging experiences online. This provided background to the kind of experiences 

that engender trust, are engaging, and leave the customer with positive feelings about the 

experience.  

The second stage consisted of the development of an electronic prototype followed by 

laboratory-based testing using the prototype to gather data from real Centrelink customers. 

Data were also gathered through focus groups and post–activity surveys. The objectives were 

to obtain an understanding of the customers’ knowledge of Centrelink (sense of identity) and 

determine the effects of working with a highly engaging prototype.  

The specific application used for the research was the ‘Work First’ Accessing Assistance 

interview questions. The algorithm used for determining job readiness outcomes based on this 

interview was analysed and an interactive online prototype was developed to support this 

interview. The prototype varied from a simple structured online form in that it offered 

participants high levels of interaction, control and feedback. Participants were able to vary 

numerous parameters that would normally be addressed by the interview questions, but in a 

manner that gave immediate feedback on how these changes impact on readiness for 

employment. The prototype was designed using ideas from theories of optimal experience, or 

‘flow’, that maximise the chances of the participant reflecting on the experience in a positive 

manner.  

Findings 

The key findings from the project, based on the objectives are as follows: 

• Participants were able to use the prototype tool effectively to interactively 

describe their own situation and envision other scenarios. This demonstrated that 

the research application supports online contacts becoming significantly more 

engaging and convenient for Centrelink customers; 

• Less experienced online users were able to effectively engage with and explore the 

prototype with minimal or no training, demonstrating the potential accessibility of the 

approach for customers who are less familiar with the Web environment;  

• The prototype developed in this research will promote the benefits of workforce 

participation by incorporating it as part of the Centrelink website or having Centrelink 

staff promote it to customers. (Note: the scope of the functionality within the 

prototype was limited to modelling the current Work First interview); 

• The application showed the potential to help customers take an active role in planning 

a pathway towards self-sufficiency in several ways. Firstly, the prototype enabled 

customers to understand all the factors contributing to readiness for work and their 

relative importance; secondly, it allowed customers to rate themselves on each of 

these factors and cumulatively provide themselves with an overall rating; thirdly, the 

interactive nature of the prototype allowed customers to explore various scenarios of 

work readiness by varying individual factors (such as ‘Hours prepared to work’) and 

understanding outcomes of the changes; and finally, the outcomes incorporated links 
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to sites providing information on how to improve factors contributing to work-

readiness and thus self sufficiency. 

In summary, customers were able to use the prototype to explore the effect of their current 

and future actions in relation to workforce participation and answer various ‘what-if’ 

questions. This type of interaction is not supported through current online forms yet forms a 

significant part of the interaction in face-to-face and telephone interviews. In this way we 

believe the concept has a strong potential to support and enrich self-service interactions.  

 


