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GENERAL ADVICE DISCLAIMER 
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Nothing in this publication should be interpreted as personal financial advice, taxation advice, legal 
advice, credit advice, or a recommendation to establish an SMSF or purchase a specific property. 
You should seek independent advice from appropriately qualified professionals, including a 
licensed financial adviser, accountant, tax adviser, SMSF specialist, mortgage broker and/or 
solicitor, before making any financial or investment decision. 
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GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY 

This publication contains general information only. It does not take into account your personal 
objectives, financial situation, or needs. 

Neither the authors, PROPERTY SCORECARD, nor NDIS PROPERTY AUSTRALIA are 
licensed to provide you with personal financial, credit, taxation, or legal advice through this 
book. 

PROPERTY SCORECARD is not a licensed financial adviser, mortgage broker, tax agent, or 
legal practitioner. 

Specialist Disability Accommodation (SDA) investing involves real risk, including the risk of 
vacancy, regulatory change, and capital loss. Before acting on anything in this book, seek 
independent financial, credit, taxation, and legal advice from a licensed professional who 
understands your full situation. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. This is the kind of decision where you should get licensed, personalised 
advice before acting. 

Important — please read first 
 

 
We have written this book to make you a better-informed, more sceptical, more responsible SDA 
investor — not to sell you a property. Where we describe lending, SMSF, tax, or NDIS rules, we are 
summarising how things generally work as we understand them in 2026. Rules change. The NDIS 
pricing arrangements, SDA Design Standard, and lender policies are all reviewed periodically. 
Always confirm the current position before you commit money. 

Throughout the book you will see this marker whenever a topic touches regulated advice: 

 



How to use this book 
 

A NOTE ON OUR BIAS 

We work in this industry. Minh advises property investors; Debbie works in SDA and we co-
host the SDA Housing Podcast. We believe in good SDA done well. 

That is exactly why this book is sceptical. The fastest way to damage a great asset class is to 
fill it with the wrong investors buying the wrong dwellings in the wrong places. We would 
rather talk you out of a bad SDA deal than into a good-looking one. 

 

 

There is a lot of noise around SDA. Glossy brochures promise "government-backed" returns of 10 
to 15 per cent, and seminars present it as a sure thing. The reality is more interesting and more 
demanding. For the right investor, done the right way, it rewards both your portfolio and the people 
who live in the home you provide. 

We have organised the book as a journey, not a reference manual. It moves through four stages: 

 
1. Understand it — what SDA is, who it is for, and the ethics that should sit underneath every 

decision. 

2. Decide — whether SDA suits you at all, and if so, which pathway, location, and design. 

3. Build it — the team, the finance, the numbers, and the day-to-day reality after handover. 

4. Protect and exit — managing risk, following a clean process, and getting out well when the 
time comes. 

 
 

How to read it 

• If you are brand new, read it front to back. Each chapter builds on the last. 

• If you already own SDA, start at the risk and exit chapters (15 and 17), then come back. 

• If you only have an hour, read Chapter 6 (Should you even be in SDA?) and Chapter 12 
(Realistic returns). Those two will save more people money than the rest of the book combined. 

 

SDA is one of the highest-yielding and most misunderstood corners of Australian property. 
This book is built to slow you down before it speeds you up. 
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PART ONE 

Understand it 
What SDA is, who it's for, and the ethics underneath every decision. 



CHAPTER 1 
 

If a return looks too good to be true in property, it usually comes with a risk nobody put in 
the brochure. SDA is real, but the brochure is rarely honest. 

WHAT THIS CHAPTER IS REALLY SAYING 

SDA can be an excellent asset — for the right investor, in the right place, with the right design 
and the right provider. 

It can also be a slow-motion disaster — a high-cost dwelling that sits empty because the 
demand was assumed, not verified. 

The difference between those two outcomes is almost entirely due diligence. That is what the 
rest of this book teaches. 

Why SDA, why now, why be careful 
 

Specialist Disability Accommodation, or SDA, is housing designed and funded for a small number of 
Australians with extreme functional impairment or very high support needs. It sits inside the National 
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS). The Commonwealth funds the bricks and mortar through an 
SDA payment, the participant contributes a reasonable rent amount, and a registered SDA provider 
sits between the home and the resident. 

That structure is what creates the headline yields you have seen. Because the dwelling has to be 
purpose-built and certified, and because the funding reflects the cost of housing people with serious 
needs, the income per dwelling can be far higher than an ordinary rental. On paper, gross yields of 
8 to 15 per cent are quoted. Those numbers are real — but they are ceilings, not starting points, and 
they only appear when everything goes right. 

 

Why now 

There is a genuine, structural shortfall of appropriate housing for people with disability. For decades, 
many lived in aged-care facilities, hospitals, or unsuitable family homes. SDA was designed to fix 
that. The need is real and it is not going away. 

But "there is a shortage" is the most dangerous sentence in property. Shortages are always local 
and always specific. There may be unmet demand for High Physical Support apartments near a 
major hospital in one city, and a glut of Improved Liveability villas in a greenfield estate two suburbs 
over. The national story does not pay your mortgage. The local, category-specific story does. 

 

Why be careful 

SDA is not ordinary residential property wearing a higher yield. It is a specialised, regulated asset 
with a small buyer pool, concentrated tenant risk, and an income stream that depends on rules that 
can change. Some respected industry bodies openly discourage everyday retail investors from 
buying SDA directly, preferring institutional and wholesale capital that can absorb vacancy and 
diversify across many dwellings. 

 



CHAPTER 2 
 

You cannot negotiate with a builder, a provider, or a lender if you do not speak the 
language. This chapter is your dictionary — keep it bookmarked. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. Category choice is the most consequential design decision you will 
make. Match it to verified local demand — Chapters 8 and 9 — not to whichever category has the highest 
funding. 

SDA fundamentals and language 
 

SDA has its own vocabulary, and a lot of confusion comes from mixing up funding streams. The 
single most important distinction is between the money that pays for the building and the money that 
pays for the people who support the resident. 

 

SDA vs SIL vs core supports — who pays for what 
 

Term What it funds Who receives it 

SDA The dwelling — capital cost of purpose-built 
housing 

The SDA provider / owner via 
the SDA payment 

SIL Supported Independent Living — staff who help 
the resident day to day 

The support provider, not the 
property owner 

Core supports Everyday assistance and consumables for the 
participant 

The participant's support 
providers 

As an investor you are in the SDA business — the building. You are not paid for support. A common 
and expensive mistake is to assume the high-support funding flows to the owner. It does not. Your 
income is the SDA payment plus the resident's reasonable rent contribution. 

 

SDA design categories 

Every SDA dwelling is built and certified to one of five design categories. The category drives the 
build cost, the funding level, and crucially the type of resident the home can serve. 

• Basic — existing housing without specialist features (largely legacy stock; not the focus for new 
builds). 

• Improved Liveability — better lighting, lines of sight, and wayfinding for people with sensory, 
intellectual or cognitive impairment. 

• Fully Accessible — built for people with significant physical impairment; step-free, wider doors, 
accessible bathrooms. 

• High Physical Support (HPS) — for people needing very high levels of support; ceiling hoists, 
structural provisions, backup power, and more. Highest funding and highest build cost. 

• Robust — resilient design for residents who may, at times, be a risk to themselves or others; 
durable materials, careful layout, impact resistance. 

 

Dwelling types and certification 

SDA is delivered as apartments, villas and duplexes, or group homes, and increasingly as smaller 
dwellings rather than large legacy group homes. Each new dwelling must be designed by an 
accredited SDA assessor, certified against the SDA Design Standard, and the dwelling must be 
enrolled with the NDIA before it can attract SDA payments. There is an audit and re-enrolment cycle. 
Certification is not a one-off box tick; it is an ongoing obligation. 



CHAPTER 3 
 

Every dollar of return in this asset class flows from a person being able to live well in your 
home. Lose sight of that and you will make poor decisions, financially as well as morally. 

Decisions that improve lives 

Right design in the right location, near support 
and community. Stable, well-maintained homes. 
A provider who matches residents carefully and 
treats the home as someone's home. 

Decisions that harm 

Speculative dwellings chasing funding, not 
need. Poor design that limits independence. 
Revolving-door vacancies and a provider 
treating residents as line items. 

A USEFUL TEST 

Before you buy, ask: "If my own family member needed this kind of housing, would I be happy 
for them to live here?" 

If the honest answer is no, the deal is wrong, and it will usually turn out to be a poor financial 
decision too. Participant outcomes and investor outcomes are far more aligned in SDA than 
the spruikers admit. 

Who SDA is really for 
 

SDA funding is not available to everyone with a disability. It is reserved for a small group of NDIS 
participants with extreme functional impairment or very high support needs, where the need for 
specialist housing has been clinically assessed and written into their plan. That is a narrow pool by 
design. It is the first reason demand is so local: the right participants are not evenly spread across 
the country. 

 

How participants choose a home 

A funded participant is not a guaranteed tenant. People choose where to live the same way anyone 
does, with extra constraints layered on top: 

• Location near family, friends, and existing support networks — people rarely move far from 
their community. 

• Proximity to health services, allied health, and transport. 

• The relationship with the support (SIL) provider, who often influences housing choice heavily. 

• Whether the design fits their needs — a Fully Accessible home is no use to someone who 
needs High Physical Support. 

 
This is why a beautifully built, correctly certified dwelling can still sit empty. If it is in the wrong place, 
or there is no support provider operating nearby, or the design is a near-miss for the people who 
need housing in that area, the funding never arrives. 

 

When investor decisions help or harm 
 

 



CHAPTER 4 
 

In most property, ethics and returns are loosely connected. In SDA they are the same thing. 
The tenant-centred investor and the high-return investor are usually the same person. 

THE FIVE-QUESTION FILTER 

1. Who, specifically, is this home for? (Category, support level, likely participant profile.) 

2. Where is the verified, local, category-specific demand evidence — not a national shortage 
statistic? 

3. Which support provider operates in this area, and will the home work for their residents? 

4. If it stays empty for six months, can I comfortably carry it? 

5. Would I be content for someone I love to live here? 

Ethics and your investment thesis 
 

It is tempting to treat ethics as a soft topic, something to mention in passing before the numbers get 
going. In SDA, that is a mistake. The features that make a dwelling ethical (right design, right location, 
aligned provider, stable tenancy) are precisely the features that protect your income. The features 
that make it unethical (chasing paper yield, unsuitable design, vacancy churn) are precisely what 
destroys it. 

 

Paper yield versus sustainable return 

A "paper yield" is the number on the brochure: maximum funding category, full occupancy, no 
vacancy, no allowance for the realities of matching a resident. A sustainable return is what is left 
after vacancy, higher maintenance, specialist management, compliance costs, and the real 
possibility that it takes months to place the right person. The gap between the two is wide. Chapter 
12 works through it with real numbers. 

 

Your thesis in five questions 

Before you proceed with any SDA opportunity, you should be able to answer these five questions 
clearly. If you cannot answer them, or you do not like your own answers, do not proceed. 

 

 
Notice that only one of those questions is about money, and even that one is a risk question, not a 
return question. This is the mindset that separates investors who do well in SDA over a decade from 
those who get burned in the first eighteen months. The institutions that invest successfully in SDA at 
scale obsess over exactly these points. The difference is that they hold the balance sheet to absorb 
mistakes an individual investor cannot. 



 

 

 

 

 
PART TWO 

Decide 
Whether SDA suits you at all — and if so, which pathway, location and design. 



CHAPTER 5 
 

"The government guarantees it" is the myth that has cost SDA investors the most money. 
The income is conditional, and the conditions are the whole game. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. Any marketing that describes SDA income as "guaranteed" should be 
treated as a red flag, not a reassurance. 

SDA market realities in 2026 and beyond 
 

By 2026 the SDA market has matured from its early, almost frontier years. The first wave of investors 
entered when demand reports were thin, demand was largely unverified, and a build-it-and-they-will-
come optimism prevailed. Some did well. Others ended up with high-cost dwellings in the wrong 
locations or wrong categories, learning the hard way that funding follows participants, not buildings. 

 

The myth of the government guarantee 

SDA income is not a government guarantee in the way a bond coupon is guaranteed. The 
Commonwealth funds SDA, but only for an eligible participant who has chosen to live in your specific, 
enrolled, compliant dwelling. Remove the eligible resident and the income stops. The government 
underwrites the funding framework, not your individual occupancy. This single misunderstanding is 
behind most disappointed SDA investors. 

 

SDA 1.0 versus SDA 2.0 
 

SDA 1.0 (early market) 

Thin demand data. Large legacy group homes. 
Build-led, investor-marketed estates. Funding 
assumed. Light scrutiny. 

SDA 2.0 (maturing market) 

Better demand reporting. Preference for 
smaller, dispersed dwellings. Higher design and 
location expectations. Funding verified. Closer 
scrutiny of investor behaviour. 

 
What this means for you 

• Due diligence matters more now, not less — the easy gains of an under-supplied early market 
are largely gone, and oversupply pockets exist. 

• Smaller, well-located dwellings that residents want are favoured over large institutional-style 
group homes. 

• Expect ongoing change to NDIS pricing arrangements and design expectations. Build 
conservative assumptions and buffers into every model. 

 
None of this means SDA is a bad asset class in 2026. It means it is a maturing one, where the reward 
increasingly goes to the careful and the informed rather than the early and the lucky. That rewards 
anyone willing to do the work in the chapters that follow. 



CHAPTER 6 
 

The most profitable decision in SDA is often the decision not to invest. This chapter is a 
permission slip to walk away. 

THE GO / NO-GO CHECKLIST 

□ Can I carry the holding costs for 6-12 months with zero SDA income? 

□ Is this a small part of a broader portfolio, not my only or first investment? 

□ Do I have a long time horizon (10+ years) and tolerance for illiquidity? 

□ Am I willing to do — or pay for — serious, local, category-specific demand research? 

□ Can I access a lender and a structure that works for SDA without over-stretching? 

□ Am I motivated by a durable, tenant-centred return, not just the headline yield? 

Deal filters: should you even be in SDA? 
 

Most property education is designed to get you to buy. This chapter is designed to help you say no. 
SDA is not for most investors, and that is not a criticism — it is a matter of fit. The asset has 
specialised regulation, a limited buyer pool, concentrated tenant risk, and specialised management. 
If your situation does not suit those features, the right move is to invest elsewhere and sleep well. 

 

How SDA differs from standard residential 
 

Feature Standard Resi SDA 

Buyer pool at resale Very deep Narrow and specialised 

Tenant pool Broad Small, eligible, local 

Regulation Light Heavy and evolving 

Management Simple Specialist provider required 

Vacancy impact Modest Severe — income can fall to near 
zero 

Headline yield Lower Higher (if occupied) 

 
Investor suitability self-assessment 

Answer honestly. If you answer "no" to more than two of these, SDA is probably not the right strategy 
for you right now. 

 

 
If you cleared the checklist, the rest of the book is for you. If you did not, that is useful information in 
itself: you have just saved yourself from the most expensive kind of property mistake, the specialised, 
illiquid, hard-to-exit one. 



CHAPTER 7 
 

There is no single "SDA investment". There are several distinct pathways, and they carry 
very different risk, return and complexity. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. Pooled and syndicated SDA products are financial products. Getting 
personal advice from a licensed adviser before investing is not optional; it is essential. 

Strategy options: ways to invest in SDA 
 

People talk about "investing in SDA" as if it were one decision. It is not. The pathway you choose 
changes almost everything: your capital outlay, your control, your risk concentration, and how hard 
it is to get out. Here are the main routes, from most hands-on to most hands-off. 

 

1. Building new SDA-compliant dwellings 

Either a house-and-land package marketed for SDA, or a custom project. You get a brand-new, 
correctly certified dwelling built for current demand. But you also carry construction risk, builder 
solvency risk, and the timing gap between paying for the build and placing a resident. This is the 
most common retail pathway and the one most heavily marketed, which is exactly why it needs the 
most scrutiny. 

 

2. Modifying existing stock 

Buying an existing dwelling and bringing it up to an SDA category. This can work for certain 
categories in established areas, but retrofitting to a high category (especially High Physical Support) 
is often impractical or uneconomic. Get an accredited assessor involved before you buy, not after. 

 

3. Indirect and pooled vehicles 

Funds, syndicates, and managed accounts let you gain SDA exposure without owning a single 
dwelling outright. The upside is diversification across many dwellings, professional management, 
and absorbing vacancy across a portfolio. The trade-offs are fees, less control, and governance risk: 
you are trusting the manager. Read the fee structure, the track record, and the governance carefully. 

 

4. Co-investment or joint venture 

Partnering with a provider, developer, or family office. This can align you with on-the-ground 
expertise, but it introduces partner risk and complex agreements. Only enter with clear, lawyer-
drafted terms and a defined exit. 

 

Higher control, higher risk 

Direct build or modify — you own the dwelling, 
you carry the concentration risk, you keep the 
upside. 

Lower control, diversified risk 

Pooled vehicles — spread across dwellings, 
professionally managed, but fees and manager 
risk apply. 

 



CHAPTER 8 
 

SDA demand is not national. It is suburb-by-suburb, category-by-category, and provider-
by-provider. The whole game is finding where real, unmet, fundable demand exists. 

RED FLAGS IN LOCATION SELECTION 

A greenfield estate marketed mainly to investors, with no established disability support 
ecosystem nearby. 

"Build it and they will come" reasoning with no provider relationships and no participant-level 
demand evidence. 

A demand story based entirely on a national or state shortage figure, with nothing local or 
category-specific behind it. 

A glossy projected yield with no occupancy assumption and no vacancy allowance. 

Demand research and location selection 
 

If you take one practical skill from this book, make it this one. The single biggest cause of failed SDA 
investments is buying where demand was assumed rather than verified. A national shortage statistic 
tells you nothing about whether your specific dwelling, in your specific suburb, in your specific 
category, will be chosen by a funded participant. 

 

Why demand is hyper-local 

• The pool of eligible participants is small and clustered around community and support 
networks. 

• SIL providers operate in particular areas — no nearby provider often means no resident, 
regardless of the building. 

• Category mix matters: an area may need Robust dwellings but be saturated with Improved 
Liveability. 

• Proximity to hospitals, clinics, allied health, transport and amenity shapes where participants 
want to live. 

 

 

A five-step demand due-diligence process 

1. Start with published SDA demand data and market reports for the region and category, but 
treat them as a starting hypothesis, not proof. 

2. Identify the SIL and support providers operating in the area. Talk to them. Ask what housing 
they cannot currently find for their participants. 

3. Check the existing and pipeline SDA supply in that category nearby. New enrolments can turn 
a shortage into a glut quickly. 

4. Validate the location fundamentals: transport, health services, community, and the things any 
resident values. 

5. Only then assess the specific dwelling and its design fit (Chapter 9). 

 



CHAPTER 9 
 

Investors obsess over price and yield and underestimate design. Yet design decides two 
things at once: whether a participant can live in your home, and whether they want to. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. Engage an accredited SDA assessor at the design stage, before you 
commit to a build or purchase, so certification is designed in rather than discovered later. 

THE DESIGN MINDSET 

Good SDA design is not about maximising funding. It is about a home a participant will 
choose, a provider will recommend, and the next resident will want when the first one moves 
on. 

Design for the person first. The yield follows the occupancy, and the occupancy follows the 
design. 

Design, category selection and future-proofing 
 

Once you know who the home is for and where they are, design is what connects the two. Get the 
category and the layout right and the dwelling places quickly and holds its resident for years. Get 
them wrong and you own an expensive building that no funded participant needs. 

 

Choosing the right category 

The category must match the verified local demand and the realistic participant profile, not whichever 
category attracts the most funding. A High Physical Support dwelling costs far more to build and only 
suits a narrow group. If the local need is for Improved Liveability, an HPS build is a costly mismatch 
that may never find its resident. 

 

Design errors that kill demand 

• Poor circulation space — wheelchairs and hoists need genuine room to move, not minimum 
compliance. 

• Wrong bedroom-to-resident ratios, or shared spaces that do not suit the participant group. 

• The dwelling located in the wrong part of a complex (noise, access, privacy). 

• Specifying robustness or accessibility features that look good on paper but do not reflect how 
residents live. 

 

 

Future-proofing 

Clinical practice, technology and policy all move. Favour flexible layouts that can adapt as a 
resident's needs change, build in readiness for assistive technology, and use durable materials that 
keep maintenance and re-letting costs down. A dwelling designed only for today's rules is a dwelling 
that ages badly. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
PART THREE 

Build it 
The team, the finance, the numbers, and the day-to-day reality after handover. 



CHAPTER 10 
 

SDA is a team sport. The investors who struggle are usually the ones who tried to blur five 
specialist roles into one cheap one. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. Your accountant and financial planner must be licensed for the advice 
they give you. "Property mentors" and salespeople are not a substitute for regulated advice on structure, tax 
and SMSF. 

Your team: who you actually need 
 

Standard residential investing needs a broker, a conveyancer and a property manager. SDA needs 
more, and the roles are easy to confuse. Knowing who does what, and how to vet each one, is half 
the battle. 

 

Role What they do One question to test them 

SDA developer / builder Designs and builds the certified 
dwelling 

"How many SDA dwellings have you 
delivered, and can I speak to those 
owners?" 

SDA provider Enrols the dwelling, matches 
residents, manages compliance 

"What is your current occupancy across 
your portfolio?" 

SIL / support provider Supports the resident day to day "Do you operate in this area and need 
housing here?" 

Broker / lender Arranges SDA-aware finance "How many SDA loans have you settled 
and with which lenders?" 

Accountant / planner Structure, tax and SMSF advice "Are you licensed, and have you 
structured SDA before?" 

 
Notice that the provider is not the same as the support provider, and neither is the builder. A common 
trap is buying from a one-stop operator who builds, enrols, manages and markets the same stock. It 
is convenient, but it concentrates your risk and removes the independent checks that protect you. 
Independence in your team is a feature, not a cost. 

 



CHAPTER 11 
 

Finance is where most SDA deals quietly die. Many lenders will not touch it, and the ones 
that will, lend conservatively. Plan for that from day one. 

IF YOU ARE CONSIDERING SDA IN AN SMSF 

Liquidity: an SMSF must meet expenses, pensions and the like. A single illiquid SDA dwelling 
can leave the fund cash-poor. 

Diversification: concentrating most of a fund in one specialised property is a trustee risk and 
must be justified in the fund's investment strategy. 

Borrowing: limited recourse borrowing arrangements (LRBAs) are tightly rules-bound, and 
lender appetite for SDA in super is narrow. 

Related-party and arm's-length rules: dealings must be at market terms; getting this wrong 
can have severe tax consequences. 

Exit constraints: selling a specialised asset held in super, especially in pension phase or on a 
member's death, needs planning well in advance. 

Lending, serviceability and structuring (including 
SMSF) 

 

This is the chapter to read twice. Finance is the real chokepoint in SDA, and a lot of deals that look 
great on a spreadsheet fall over when the lender's policy meets the valuer's caution. Understanding 
this early stops you from committing to a build you cannot fund or a structure you cannot exit. 

 

Why lenders are cautious 

• Valuation comfort: a specialised dwelling can value below its build cost because the resale 
market is narrow. 

• Perceived income risk: lenders know SDA income depends on occupancy and policy, so they 
discount or "shade" it heavily. 

• Limited resale market: if they have to repossess, who do they sell to? 

 
In practice this means lenders that do support SDA often assess servicing on conservative, ordinary-
residential rent rather than full SDA income, apply lower loan-to-value ratios, and want strong 
borrowers behind the deal. Some treat it as residential lending, some as commercial, and the 
treatment changes your rate, term and conditions materially. 

 

Structuring: personal name, trust, company, SMSF 

How you hold the asset affects tax, asset protection, borrowing capacity and your exit. There is no 
universally "best" structure; it depends entirely on your situation, and this is squarely advice territory. 
The headline considerations: 

• Personal names — simplest, but limited asset protection and the income sits on your marginal 
rate. 

• Trusts and companies — flexibility and protection, but cost and complexity, and lending can be 
harder. 

• SMSF — buying SDA inside superannuation, which has its own specific rules and traps 
(below). 

 

 

SMSF: the specific traps 
 



 

 

Stress-test before you sign 

Whatever the structure, model the deal on conservative lending assumptions: ordinary-residential 
rent for servicing, a higher interest rate than today's, a real vacancy allowance, and a lower valuation 
than the build cost. If it still holds together, you have a robust deal. If it only works on the optimistic 
numbers, you have a brochure, not an investment. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. SMSF SDA is one of the highest-stakes decisions in this book. Do not 
proceed without advice from a licensed financial adviser and an SMSF-experienced accountant who have 
reviewed your fund. Avoid "buy this in your super" schemes sold by anyone who is not licensed to advise 

you. 



 

"Up to 12 per cent" is true and useless. It is the engine running at full throttle, downhill, with 
a tailwind. Let's model the road as it is. 

THE LESSON 

Both numbers can be true of the same dwelling — one assumes everything goes right, the 
other allows for reality. 

CHAPTER 12 

 

Yields, cash flow and realistic returns 
 

This is the chapter that decides whether you make money. SDA income can be strong, but the 
headline yields quoted in marketing are paper yields: they assume the maximum funding category, 
full occupancy, and none of the friction real life delivers. Let's pull the engine apart. 

 

Where the income comes from 

• The SDA payment — set by the NDIS pricing arrangements for the dwelling's category, building 
type and location. 

• The reasonable rent contribution from the participant — typically a portion of their pension plus 
rent assistance. 

• Sometimes a Commonwealth Rent Assistance component flows through the rent contribution. 

 
Your real yield depends on how much of the year the dwelling is occupied by a funded resident in 
the funded category, after all the costs of running a specialised asset. 

 

The costs the brochure leaves out 

• Higher build cost per dwelling than standard resi, which lowers the yield on what you paid. 

• Higher maintenance — specialised fixtures, wear from high-needs use, robustness 
requirements. 

• Specialist SDA management fees, well above ordinary property management. 

• Compliance, certification, re-enrolment and audit costs over the life of the asset. 

• Vacancy — and in SDA, vacancy can mean months between residents, not weeks. 
 

 

Conservative versus optimistic: a worked illustration 

These are illustrative figures only, to teach the mindset, not a quote, a projection, or a promise about 
any dwelling. Always build your own model on current, dwelling-specific numbers. 

 

Line Optimistic (brochure) Conservative (real) 

Annual SDA + rent income $95,000 $95,000 

Assumed occupancy 100% 80% (placement gaps) 

Effective income $95,000 $76,000 

Operating + mgmt + compliance -$12,000 -$18,000 

Net income $83,000 $58,000 

On a build cost of ~$850,000 9.8% net 6.8% net 

 



 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. Any return figure in this book is illustrative and general. Your actual 
returns depend on factors specific to you and the dwelling, and could be materially lower. Get advice. 

 

 

A 6-7% net yield on a well-located, well-designed, well-managed SDA dwelling is a strong 
outcome. Chasing the 10%+ paper figure is what leads investors into the wrong dwelling in 
the wrong place. 

Model the conservative case. If the deal only works on the optimistic case, walk away. 



CHAPTER 13 
 

Handover is the start, not the finish. The dwelling is now a home, and a good provider is 
the difference between a stable tenancy and a revolving door. 

Tenancy, providers and what success looks like 
 

Once the build is done and the dwelling is enrolled, the operational reality begins, and it looks nothing 
like managing a standard rental. You do not find tenants on a listing site. Residents are matched 
through provider networks, support coordinators, and word of mouth, and the process can be slow. 
Patience is part of the job. 

 

What a strong SDA provider does 

• Maintains enrolment, certification and compliance, and handles the audit cycle. 

• Matches residents carefully — fit, not just filling a vacancy. 

• Manages the property, coordinates with support providers, and resolves issues. 

• Reports to you transparently on occupancy, incidents and maintenance. 
 

 

KPIs to monitor 
 

Metric Why it matters 

Occupancy / vacancy days Directly drives your income; the headline number to watch 

Time-to-place a vacancy Tells you how strong the provider's referral network really is 

Participant satisfaction / stability Stable, happy residents stay — turnover is expensive 

Maintenance response times Poor maintenance damages the asset and the tenancy 

Incident frequency A signal of fit, support quality and design suitability 

 
What your provider will NOT do 

Set expectations early. A provider manages the SDA dwelling and tenancy. They do not guarantee 
occupancy, they do not control NDIS pricing, they do not provide the resident's daily support (that is 
the SIL provider), and they cannot conjure demand that does not exist locally. If a provider promises 
guaranteed full occupancy, be sceptical. 

Underperformance usually traces back to one of four causes: a weak provider, an unsuitable design, 
the wrong location, or thin referral networks. The first you can change; the other three you largely 
chose at purchase. Which is why the earlier chapters matter so much. 



CHAPTER 14 
 

In SDA, compliance is not paperwork you do once. It is a permanent operating cost and a 
permanent risk. Treat it as part of the asset, not an afterthought. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. Compliance obligations and NDIS rules change over time and are 
specific to each dwelling and provider. Confirm the current requirements with your provider and a suitably 
qualified professional. 

Compliance, audits and regulatory change 
 

SDA dwellings and providers operate inside a regulated framework. The dwelling must be designed 
and certified to the SDA Design Standard, enrolled with the NDIA, and kept compliant through an 
ongoing audit and re-enrolment cycle. Providers must be registered and meet their own obligations. 
A lapse anywhere in that chain can interrupt your funding. 

 

The ongoing compliance burden 

• Design certification by an accredited assessor, designed in from the start. 

• Dwelling enrolment with the NDIA before any SDA payment flows. 

• Audit cycles and documentation — kept current, not scrambled together at renewal. 

• Provider registration and conduct obligations that sit alongside your ownership. 
 

 

Planning for regulatory change 

The NDIS, SDA pricing arrangements, and design expectations are reviewed periodically. You 
cannot control that, but you can prepare for it: build conservative assumptions and cash buffers, 
avoid betting everything on the current pricing remaining unchanged, and diversify rather than 
concentrating your whole position in a single dwelling exposed to a single rule. The investors who 
weather policy change are the ones who never relied on the policy staying still. 

 



 

 

 

 

 
PART FOUR 

Protect and exit 
Managing risk, following a clean process, and getting out well when the time comes. 



CHAPTER 15 
 

Every chapter so far has been about getting it right. This one is about what happens when 
you don't, and how to see it coming. 

THE FIVE RED FLAGS 

1. Guaranteed returns. Any promise of "government-guaranteed" or fixed SDA income. The 
income is conditional on an eligible resident and on compliance. 

2. Demand by assumption. A demand story built on national shortage figures, with no local, 
category-specific, provider-level evidence. 

3. The one-stop operator. The same party builds, enrols, manages and markets the stock. 
Convenient, but it removes every independent check. 

4. Yield without occupancy. A glossy headline yield with no stated occupancy assumption 
and no vacancy allowance. 

5. Pressure and opacity. Urgency tactics, reluctance to share occupancy data or references, 
and vague answers on compliance and exit. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. The Five Red Flags are a general screening tool, not personal advice. A 
deal can clear all five and still be wrong for you. Get advice on your specific situation. 

Risk management: how not to blow yourself up 
 

Risk in SDA is not abstract. It is concrete, it is knowable, and most of it is visible before you buy if 
you are willing to look. This chapter ties the whole book together into a practical risk lens, anchored 
by a simple framework we use on the SDA Housing Podcast: the Five Red Flags. 

 

The Five Red Flags 

If a deal trips one of these, slow down. If it trips two or more, walk away. We have yet to see a serious 
SDA disaster that did not show several of these signs in advance. 

 

 
The risk categories underneath 

 

Risk What it looks like First defence 

Market Local oversupply; demand shifts away Verified local, category demand 
(Ch 8) 

Regulatory NDIS pricing or rule changes Conservative assumptions; 
buffers 

Concentration One tenant, one provider, one dwelling Diversify; pooled exposure 

Construction Builder failure, delays, non-compliant build Vet the builder; staged payments 

Reputation / ethical Unsuitable home; participant harm; scrutiny Tenant-centred decisions (Ch 3-
4) 

Read the red flags and the risk table together before every SDA decision. They are not a guarantee 
against loss (nothing is), but they catch the failures that were avoidable, which in this asset class is 
most of them. 

 



CHAPTER 16 
 

If you have read this far and SDA still fits, here is the order of operations. Follow it in 
sequence; most mistakes come from doing these steps out of order. 

THE SEQUENCE RULE 

Demand before dwelling. Finance before commitment. Independent advice before signature. 

If anyone asks you to reverse that order, to sign first and sort the details later, treat it as a red 

flag. 

Getting in: a step-by-step pathway 
 

This is the practical roadmap for the investor who has cleared the deal filters and understands the 
risks. The sequence matters: people who secure finance after committing to a build, or choose a 
dwelling before verifying demand, are the ones who get stuck. 

1. Clarify your goals and confirm suitability — revisit the go/no-go checklist in Chapter 6 
honestly. 

2. Assemble your independent team — builder, provider, broker, licensed accountant and 
adviser (Chapter 10). 

3. Conduct local, category-specific demand and location research, including talking to providers 
on the ground (Chapter 8). 

4. Choose your strategy and pathway — build, modify, or pooled (Chapter 7). 

5. Secure finance and confirm your structure before you commit, stress-tested on conservative 
numbers (Chapter 11). 

6. Lock in design and certification with an accredited assessor, then proceed through approvals 
and construction (Chapter 9). 

7. Sign a provider agreement and begin resident matching — expect this to take time (Chapter 
13). 

8. Set up ongoing review: monitor your KPIs, compliance and the regulatory environment 
(Chapters 13-15). 

 



CHAPTER 17 
 

Almost no one plans the exit before they buy. In a specialised, illiquid asset, that is exactly 
backwards. Getting out well is part of getting in wisely. 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. Selling a specialised asset, especially one held in an SMSF or with a 
sitting resident, has tax, legal and contractual implications. Get advice before you list. 

Getting out: exits and when to walk away 
 

This chapter is the one most SDA guides skip, which is why we put real weight on it. Many current 
owners now want to exit or rebalance, and they are discovering that a specialised asset does not 
sell like a standard house. Knowing this before you buy changes how you buy. 

 

Realistic liquidity 

The buyer pool for a purpose-built SDA dwelling is narrow: other SDA investors, institutional buyers, 
or, where the design and zoning allow, someone who repurposes it back toward ordinary residential 
use. That smaller pool means longer selling times and more price sensitivity than you may be used 
to. Build that reality into your plan and your holding-cost buffers from day one. 

 

Exit routes 

• Sell to another SDA investor — often with the tenancy and provider arrangement in place, 
which can be attractive to the right buyer. 

• Sell to an institutional or fund buyer — possible for quality, well-located dwellings at the right 
scale. 

• Repurpose toward standard residential — only where the design and location genuinely allow 
it; many SDA dwellings do not convert cleanly. 

 

 

Exiting ethically 

Your dwelling is someone's home. A responsible exit protects continuity of housing and support for 
the resident; you do not turf people out to make a sale tidy. Done well, an occupied, stable dwelling 
with a good provider is more saleable, not less. Ethics and value align here too. 

 

Triggers for review or exit 

• Sustained vacancy that your research cannot explain or fix. 

• Material policy or pricing change that undermines the dwelling's economics. 

• A capital need elsewhere, or a change in your own risk tolerance or circumstances. 

• A provider or location that has deteriorated beyond repair. 

 



CHAPTER 18 
 

Principles are easier to remember as stories. These are sanitised composites and a real 
cautionary case, with names and details changed or removed, to show how the lessons 
play out. 

THE BAD 

The paper-yield estate 

An investor bought an SDA house-and-land package in a fast-growing greenfield estate, sold 
on a projected 11% yield. The estate had no established disability support ecosystem and no 
provider operating nearby. The demand case rested on a state-wide shortage figure. 

Eighteen months after handover, the dwelling had still not placed a resident. Holding costs 
mounted; the eventual resale found a thin buyer pool and a price below build cost. 

Lesson: Demand was assumed, not verified. National shortage figures pay nobody's 
mortgage. 

THE GOOD 

The modest, well-located project 

A more cautious investor spent months on demand research, spoke to two SIL providers 
operating locally, and built a smaller dwelling in the category those providers needed, near 
transport and health services. 

The home placed a resident within a reasonable window, held the tenancy, and produced a 
solid if unspectacular net yield. Unremarkable, stable, and exactly what good SDA looks like. 

Lesson: Conservative metrics, verified local demand, and the right provider beat a glossy 
projection every time. 

THE UGLY 

The build that failed certification 

An investor engaged an inexperienced builder and only involved an accredited SDA assessor 
after construction. Several design elements did not meet the standard for the intended 
category. Remediation was costly; some issues could not be fixed economically. 

Lesson: Design certification is designed in from the start, never inspected in at the end. 

THE TRAP 

The SMSF liquidity squeeze 

An SMSF concentrated most of its assets in a single SDA dwelling bought with borrowings. 
When the fund needed liquidity, the specialised, illiquid asset could not be sold quickly or near 
build cost, and the LRBA and related rules made the position hard to unwind. 

Lesson: Specialised, illiquid assets and the rules around super do not mix well without 
careful, advised planning. 

Case snapshots: good, bad and ugly 
 

None of the following identifies any real individual or participant. The first four are composites drawn 
from common patterns; the fifth is a sanitised treatment of a real provider failure we covered on the 
SDA Housing Podcast. The lessons are what matter. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

THE CAUTIONARY CASE 

A provider collapse 

A real case we examined on the podcast: an SDA provider failed, leaving owners exposed and 
residents facing disruption. Investors who had relied on a single operator, often the same party 
that built, enrolled, managed and marketed the stock, had no independent fallback when it fell 
over. 

Lesson: Concentration and a lack of independence are not theoretical risks. Spread your 
reliance and keep your checks independent. 



CHAPTER 19 
 

SDA is a tool, not a religion. The question is not "is SDA good?" but "what role, if any, 
should it play in my plan?" 

SDA vs other strategies in your broader plan 
 

Serious investors do not fall in love with an asset class. They ask where it fits. SDA sits at the high-
yield, high-complexity, low-liquidity end of the property spectrum. Seeing it next to the alternatives 
makes its proper role clear. 

 

Strategy Yield Complexity Reg. risk Liquidity 

Standard residential Low Low Low High 

Dual-key / dual-income Med Low-Med Low High 

Rooming / co-living Med-High Med Med Med 

Commercial Med-High Med-High Low-Med Med 

Build-to-rent Med High Low Low-Med 

SDA High* High High Low 

* High yield in SDA is conditional on occupancy, design and provider performance; see Chapter 12. 

 

The portfolio role 

For most individual investors who are suited to it at all, SDA works best as a considered allocation 
within a broader portfolio, not as the entire portfolio, and rarely as a first investment. Specialist 
operators with scale and balance-sheet depth can make it a core strategy precisely because they 
can absorb the vacancy and concentration risk that would sink an individual. Be honest about which 
of those two you are. 

Think in terms of trade-offs: cash flow versus growth, capital risk versus social impact, control versus 
diversification. SDA leans toward cash flow, social impact, and (in direct ownership) concentration. 
If your plan needs growth and liquidity, SDA is a poor fit no matter how good the yield looks. 



CHAPTER 20 
 

We promised tools, not hype. Here is the one-page canvas to fill in before you commit a 
single dollar to SDA. 

FILL IN EVERY BOX BEFORE YOU PROCEED 

GOALS — What is this investment for, and how does it fit my 10-15 year plan? 

CAPACITY — Can I carry it empty for 6-12 months without stress? 

TEAM — Do I have an independent builder, provider, broker, and licensed adviser? 

DEMAND — What is my local, category-specific, provider-level demand evidence? 

DESIGN — Does the design and category match that demand and future-proof the home? 

FINANCE — Is finance secured and stress-tested on conservative numbers and structure 
advised? 

ETHICS — Would I be content for someone I love to live here? 

YOUR NEXT STEP 

If SDA is the right fit, the next step is personalised guidance from people who do this 
properly, not another brochure. 

Listen to the SDA Housing Podcast for ongoing, real-world discussion of the issues in this 
book. 

And when you are ready to assess a specific opportunity on its merits, that is exactly what 
PROPERTY SCORECARD and NDIS PROPERTY AUSTRALIA are built to help you do, 
objectively and in your interest. 

Bringing it together: your decision canvas 
 

If you can complete every box below with a clear, evidence-based answer, and you are comfortable 
with all of them, you are ready to take advice and proceed. If any box is vague, that box is your next 
piece of homework, not a detail to gloss over. 

 

 

The SDA decision canvas 
 

 
When to walk away — a safeguard 

We will end where we began. There are circumstances where you should not invest in SDA at all: if 
it would be your first or only investment, if you could not absorb extended vacancy, if you cannot get 
independent and licensed advice, if the only demand evidence is a national statistic, or if anyone is 
rushing you. In any of those cases, the right decision is to wait, learn more, or invest elsewhere. That 
is not timidity; it is the discipline this asset class rewards. 
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Glossary 
 

The terms you will hear most often, in plain English. 
 

Term Plain-English meaning 

NDIS National Disability Insurance Scheme — the funding scheme SDA sits 
within. 

SDA Specialist Disability Accommodation — funded, purpose-built housing for 
high-needs participants. 

SIL Supported Independent Living — funding for the staff who support a 
resident (not the building). 

NDIA National Disability Insurance Agency — administers the NDIS, including 
SDA enrolment. 

Design category One of five SDA build standards: Basic, Improved Liveability, Fully 
Accessible, High Physical Support, Robust. 

Enrolment Registering a compliant dwelling with the NDIA so it can attract SDA 
payments. 

Reasonable rent 
contribution 

The portion of rent the participant pays, alongside the SDA payment. 

SDA provider The registered party that enrols the dwelling and manages compliance and 
tenancy. 

LRBA Limited Recourse Borrowing Arrangement — how an SMSF may borrow to 
buy property, under strict rules. 

Paper yield A headline return assuming full occupancy and best case — not a real-
world net return. 



Resources 
 

GENERAL INFORMATION ONLY. Third-party resources and rules change. This list is general guidance 
only — verify the current position before relying on anything. 

 

 

Listen 

• The SDA Housing Podcast — ongoing, candid discussion of SDA investing, providers, demand 
and policy. 

Official and primary sources 

• NDIS and NDIA — official SDA rules, pricing arrangements, and the SDA Design Standard. 

• SDA demand data and market reporting — for region and category-level demand signals. 

• Industry and alliance bodies — for the institutional and provider perspective. 

Advice 

• A licensed financial adviser and an SMSF-experienced accountant for structure, tax and SMSF. 

• An SDA-experienced mortgage broker for finance strategy. 

• An accredited SDA assessor for design and certification. 

 

Where to keep learning. Always confirm current rules at the official sources. 
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THE ONE LINE We make our money from the report, not the transaction. We are paid the same whether the 
verdict on a property is proceed or avoid, and that indifference to the outcome is the entire product. 

 

ABOUT  

 

This guide was prepared by PROPERTY SCORECARD. Here is what we do, and the one 
rule the whole business is built around. 

 
What we do 
 
PROPERTY SCORECARD exists to take the conflict of interest out of property due diligence. We are 
independent of any sales channel. No agent, developer, or commission sits behind our verdict, so we 
have nothing to protect except being right. We turn scattered, hard-to-reach data into a single 
defensible call on a specific property: whether the price is supported, whether the fundamentals stack 
up, and what risks a buyer cannot easily see for themselves. 

 
The three voices in a purchase 
 

When someone buys a property they hear three voices, and it is worth being honest about whose side 
each one is on. 

The selling agent acts for the vendor. The legal duty, the commission, and the next listing all point the 
same way: a sale, at the top of what the buyer will pay. The information the agent holds is usually 
genuine, but it reaches the buyer selectively. What helps the sale gets told. What does not gets left 
out, and silence is not a lie, so the buyer never learns what was withheld. 

The buyer's own research is the most compromised voice of all. By the time most people are 
researching a property, they have already decided they want it. The research stops being a test and 
becomes a search for permission. Supporting data gets noticed; contradicting data gets explained 
away. 

PROPERTY SCORECARD is the only voice in the room with no stake in whether the buyer proceeds. 
We have never seen the kitchen, so we cannot fall for the property. We can test the case instead of 
defending it. 

 
What you are actually buying 
 

Put plainly, you are paying for someone to try to talk you out of it: rigorously, with evidence, and with 
no reason to flinch. Every other voice has a reason to keep the deal alive. We are built to find the 
reason a purchase should not proceed and to state that reason even when it is unwelcome. If the 
property survives the test, you proceed with earned confidence rather than borrowed enthusiasm. If it 
does not, you have avoided the most expensive mistake in the process. 

The second thing you get is calibration. We are the repeat player on your side. We have read the 
comparable sales the agent did not volunteer, we know what a normal vendor discount looks like in 
that market, and we apply the same institutional method to a single purchase that you will make only 
a few times in your life. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

How the call is made 
 

A verdict is only worth trusting if the method behind it is sound. Five disciplines hold ours together. 

• Evidence is graded, not pooled. A verified sale outranks an unverified one, and an automated 

estimate is only ever a cross-check, never the anchor. 

• Verdicts are capped, not averaged. A weak reading on any one measure caps the result. A 

fail is never blended up into a pass on the strength of a good growth story. 

• One report, one verdict. The same conclusion runs from the front page to the last, word for 

word. 

• Bias is surfaced, not buried. We ask what the data is hiding, and we keep the inconvenient 

evidence in the report rather than quietly dropping it. 

• Every claim is sourced, every inference flagged. Where something is inferred rather than 

verified, we label it and state how to confirm it. 

And we never fabricate or estimate silently. A polished but invented figure is worse than no figure, 
because it buys false confidence. Where there is a gap, we flag it rather than fill it. 

 

The cost of getting it wrong 
 

A full report is a small fraction of one per cent of a typical purchase price. A calibration error, 
overpaying by a couple of per cent because agent pressure could not be weighed or because 
optimism filled a data gap, runs to many multiples of that. Property is a low-frequency, high-
consequence, hard-to-reverse decision. That is exactly the kind of decision where an indifferent 
second opinion is most worth having, and exactly the kind people most often make on emotion and 
pressure. 

 

Where we stop 
We are deliberate about our lane, because staying in it is what keeps us independent. We render a 
verdict on the property and the numbers. We do not give financial, tax, legal, or credit advice, and we 
do not carry your full financial picture. Serviceability, ownership structure, tax position, and portfolio fit 
sit with you and your licensed advisers. We sharpen the call. We do not replace your judgment or 
your professionals, and we will never imply that we do. 

 

 

 

Research first. Then invest. 

Before you commit to a property, get an independent PROPERTY SCORECARD report: a read on 
the price, the fundamentals, and the risks of a specific property, from the one voice with no stake in 
whether you buy. 

 

 
 
 



 

About NDIS PROPERTY AUSTRALIA 
 

www.ndis.property 

NDIS PROPERTY AUSTRALIA focuses on SDA investment and education, helping investors 
understand the asset class clearly and make decisions that serve both their portfolio and the 
participants who call these homes their own. 
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