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NO AMOUNT OF EVALUATION WILL PROVE CASHLESS DEBIT CARD TRIALS SUCCESSFUL 

 

On 17 February 2021, Government finally released its commissioned evaluation of the Cashless Debit Card 

across the East Kimberley, Ceduna and Goldfields trial sites, conducted by researchers at the University of 

Adelaide’s Future of Employment and Skills Centre. This long-awaited evaluation, which cost $2.49m, has 

failed to demonstrate the success of the CDC trials in achieving Government’s stated goals. The evaluators 

list various serious limitations in the data which at the very least demonstrate that any (minimal) perceived 

changes to alcohol and other drug use in the included trial sites were not attributable to the CDC alone.1 

 

The differentiation between stakeholder categories showed that the vast majority of people on the CDC were 

opposed to the trials, while those not on the CDC (as part of the stakeholder sample) were supportive of 

them.2 However, the evaluators did not justify why the latter perspective of various stakeholders is relevant 

in assessing the effectiveness of the trials. The expertise of many of the stakeholder groups was not 

established, and therefore questions remain about their relevance, bias, and associated conflicts of interest. 

 

Further, the evaluation avoided any critical engagement with the assumptions underpinning the trials, and 

especially the idea that punitive welfare conditionality is the best approach to social policy in the trial sites. 

Evaluators also failed to engage with the ample and growing body of peer-reviewed academic research on 

compulsory income management in Australia, which provides important insights into the impacts of the CDC. 

 

Government’s understanding of the purpose of policy evaluation is also concerning. The DSS website states 

that ‘the purpose of the evaluation was to further develop the evidence base for the Cashless Debit Card’.3 

A genuine evaluation to determine the efficacy of the trials would involve establishing a proper baseline and 

measuring whether or not the Cashless Debit Card had achieved its intended effects. However, even in the 

absence of adequate baseline data, the trials have still been clearly proven unsuccessful. 

 

Minister for Social Services Anne Ruston received a final draft summary of the consolidated evaluation report 

on 27 October 2020 but did not bother to read it prior to pushing for the CDC trials to be converted into a 

permanent scheme and expanded across the Northern Territory and Cape York. We believe that releasing 

the evaluation prior to December 2020 (as scheduled by the Minister) would have negatively impacted 

Government’s plan to further entrench the CDC. 

 

We call on the Government to end compulsory income management and the implementation of the 

Cashless Debit Card across all current sites, to abandon any further expansion, and to re-invest in 

local community services and initiatives.  

 

We also call on the Australian Labor Party to commit to an end to the Cashless Debit Card and other 

forms of compulsory income management as part of their renewed Party Platform. 

 

 

For media comment: 

Priya Kunjan, AIMN Secretariat 

contactaimnetwork@gmail.com 

 
1 Mavromaras, K., Moskos, M., Isherwood, L., and Maheauteau, S. (2021), Evaluation of the Cashless Debit Card in 
Ceduna, East Kimberley and the Goldfields Region: Consolidated Report. Canberra: Australian Government 
Department of Social Services, p. 2. 
2 Ibid., pp. 3-4. 
3 https://www.dss.gov.au/families-and-children-programs-services-welfare-reform-cashless-debit-card/cashless-debit-
card-evaluation  
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