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An inclusive community is also one where residents are 
interconnected, with a strong sense of belonging, fitting in, 
and feeling welcome. Fostering that feeling of inclusion is a 
responsibility we all share and the “village” has never been 
more important or necessary than it is today.

People with disability bring valuable talent, experience and 
insight to the workplace and are an integral part of a diverse 
and inclusive workforce.

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare research has found 
the current rate of employment of people with disability is 
53 per cent compared with 83 per cent for people without 
disability. This statistic is troubling considering employment is 
a cornerstone for independence and improved life choices that 
provides social and economic benefits for the entire community. 

In December 2019, the Premier and I announced a five per cent 
target for employing people with disability in the public sector 
by the end of 2025.

The five per cent target demonstrates how serious we are about 
increasing the number of people with disability in the workforce. 
As the State’s largest employer, the WA Government needs the 
sector to lead by example.

The target is backed up by the People with Disability: Action 
Plan to Improve WA Public Sector Employment 2020-2025 
developed by the Public Sector Commission as part of a 
wider workforce diversification strategy. The plan supports 
public sector agencies with practical ways they can increase 
representation of people with disability in employment.

Also, I commend Inclusion Solutions for their efforts on behalf 
of people with disability, and for the development of this 
valuable resource for businesses that will assist them to drive 
sustainable long-term change, support the inclusion of people 
with disability in the community and workforce and assist 
others working to create a more inclusive Western Australia.

Minister Stephen Dawson

MINISTER’S FOREWORD
Every citizen in Western Australia benefits from an inclusive community. The McGowan 
Government believes an inclusive community is one that actively seeks respect for all Western 
Australians, values diversity, ensures equitable access to resources and opportunities, and 
engages people in decision-making processes that impact on their lives.

Every citizen in 
Western Australia 

benefits from  
an inclusive  
community. 



INTRODUCTION TO THE RESOURCE
Inclusion of people with disability in the work-force benefits everyone – employees, businesses, 
the economy and the community as a whole. Ensuring that people with disability are welcomed and 
respected within the workplace is important to ensure that the rates of unemployment decrease 
and perceptions of people with disability are positively changed for the long-term. 

This resource has been developed to assist employers, 
organisations and businesses in understanding how to employ a 
person with disability in the workplace.  

This resource includes articles from experts in the employment 
of people with disability and job customisation. Individual stories 
and experiences of people with disability are shared in this 
module to give the reader practical tips and advice that have led 
to meaningful employment being found. 

 Inclusion Solutions wishes to acknowledge the following 
partners who have contributed to the development of this 
resource:

Funding Partner
• National Disability Insurance Scheme delivered by  

the National Disability Insurance Agency

Organisations
• Inclusion WA

• People With disabilities WA (PWdWA)

• Developmental Disability WA (DDWA)

• Belonging Matters Inc.

Individual Contributors
• Grace Mills

• Crispin Roberts

• Emily Raymond

• Morgan Turkovic

• Joseph West

• Joshua Grove
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EMPLOYING  
PEOPLE WITH  

DISABILITY

CHAPTER ONE:
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The Australian Bureau of Statistics (2018) defines disability as: 

“Any limitation, restriction or impairment which restricts 
everyday activities and has lasted, or is likely to last, for at least 
six months.”

Given this definition, in 2018, 17.7% of all Australians had a 
disability (ABS 2018). 

There are many different kinds of disability but the Disability 
Discrimination Act (1992) says that the types of disabilities and 
medical conditions are:

• Physical – affects a person’s mobility or dexterity

• Intellectual – affects a person’s abilities to learn

• Mental illness – affects a person’s thinking process

• Sensory – affects a person’s ability to hear or see

• Neurological – affects a person’s brain and central nervous 
system

• Learning disability

• Physical disfigurement

• Immunological – the presence of organisms causing 
disease in the body. 

Every disability is different and can change over time. 
Disabilities can be permanent or temporary. A person may have 
been born with a disability, or disability may have been acquired 
due to an accident or through the process of ageing. Disabilities 
can be visible or invisible. Some disabilities may be episodic and 
others can be present at most if not all times. 

We cannot assume that all people with disability have gone 
through the same situation. Treating all people with disability as 
the individuals that they are, is of utmost importance. 

Inclusive language
Approaching the subject of disability and using the right 
language can be a daunting experience, especially for 
businesses looking to employ someone with a disability for the 
first time. Businesses and organisations being overwhelmed 
with confusion about language can often be a barrier to them 
actually considering employment of people with disability. It is 
important to remember that language evolves with the times, 
the culture, and is also extremely personal to each individual. 

If you are unsure, the best thing an employer and other 
employees can do is to not be afraid of directly asking questions 
to people in a respectful manner. Not asking can actually be 
more harmful to the individual’s sense of empowerment, pride 
and identity. Be willing to listen, learn and communicate with 
people with disability and remember to relax. 

What is a disability?

*The information below is a guide within the Australian context

Focus on the person, not the disability: 
Best practice language is to use “person with a disability” 
or “people with disability”. When referring to someone with 
a disability, don’t call them “disabled”, or “the disabled”. It 
is recommended that we always use person-first language. 
Remember that people with disabilities are people first before 
the disability. 

E.g. “person who is deaf” or “person who has autism”.

It is also preferred to say “person without a disability” not “non-
disabled” or “able-bodied”. 

Inspirational language and being victims/objects of pity
It is recommended not to imply that a person with a disability is 
courageous or an inspiration, simply for living their lives; this is 
considered patronising and offensive.

Also, using language such as “victim” or “suffering from…” 
can imply that people with disability should be pitied and that 
they are weak. This language is not recommended and can be 
exchanged for language that removes emotion such as “Claire 
experiences anxiety” or “Frank developed blindness”.

Being a user vs. being bound to
“People are not ‘bound’ by their wheelchairs. The term 
wheelchair-bound is one that is commonly used in mainstream 
media, and it is one that really irritates (and often offends) many 
people with disability, and anyone with any knowledge of the 
Social Model of Disability (in this model, there is a focus on the 
systems that further marginalise people with disabilities and 
how we, as a society, can remove these barriers). A person who 
uses a wheelchair is not bound by the chair; they are enabled and 
liberated by it, it can become an extension of their body. “Confined 
to a wheelchair” is equally as negative. Australian Network 
on Disability uses “wheelchair user” or “person who uses a 
wheelchair”, instead.” (Australian Network on Disability 2020). 

The same principle also applies to anyone who needs help with 
mobility or who uses other tools or equipment. These tools are 
just that, they are tools. They do not define who someone is, or 
how someone should be treated.

Avoid euphemisms
Euphemisms are used to ‘soften the blow’ of a term that is 
considered harsh or blunt. Examples of euphemisms when 
referring to disability are: “special needs”, “differently abled”, 
“people of all abilities”. These words, although used with the right 
intention, can be patronising and offensive to people with disability. 

PREFERRED LANGUAGELANGUAGE TO AVOID

“They are disabled.” “She has  
a disability.”

“He is wheelchair 
bound.”

“He is a wheelchair 
user.”

“He is able-bodied.” “He is a person  
without a disability.”

“She is suffering  
from anxiety.”

“Special needs.”
“Person with  
a disability.”

“Claire experiences 
anxiety.”
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Statistics related to disability

Exclusion of people with disabilities in the 
workplace
If you take a look around most workplaces, you will see there is 
often a lack of diversity. People will tend to recruit other people 
that look, sound and think like them. When there is limited 
understanding of the diversity and richness of experience that 
disability can bring, people fall back on entrenched attitudes 
and stereotypes. Businesses have tended to avoid the ‘disability 
situation’, fearing expensive, complicated, or time-consuming 
strategies would need to be actioned. 

As diversity and inclusion have become the new buzzwords in 
employment, businesses have preferred to err on the side of 
caution, avoiding disability, and focusing on areas like gender 
(important but only one part of the diversity picture). This is 
partly in fear of potentially offending the disability community 
and being publicly criticised, partly because businesses think 
it's going to be expensive or disruptive to their workplace, and 
partly an expectation that people with disability can't work. 
Mostly, it is because disability as part of the diversity in the 
workplace is not even on the radar, so out of sight out of mind. 

For a long time people with disability have been in separate 
or segregated systems from the rest of society. Segregated 
schooling, segregated activities, and segregated places of 
employment have all contributed to the invisibility of people 
with disability in the community generally. This is changing with 
awareness and inclusive support systems.  

Within businesses there may be policies in place, such as 
Disability and Inclusion Plans, to encourage and support 
diversity. However, these policies are often failing to be 
adequately enforced. The intention to support disability is 
evident from the existence of these policies, but execution tends 
to be lacking. For example, an employer with a Disability Action 
and Inclusion Plan may neglect to refer to its specific outcomes 
during recruitment. 

The physical structures of a workplace can stop people with 
disability (both staff and customers alike), being included. 
Communal areas are difficult to navigate for people with 
physical disability such as people with short stature, mobility 
and dexterity issues, or who use wheelchairs. Some common 
issues we come across in the Diversity Field Officer Project 
are reception desks that are too high, confusing signage, 
cluttered walkways, and small workstations. Additionally, office 
technology sometimes fails to accommodate the specific needs 
required by staff with disability, for example, staff with sensory 
disability, such as vision or hearing impairments, may require 
options for screen-reading software, large-print materials, or 
building navigation apps.

Samantha Jenkinson is 
the Executive Director of 
People with Disabilities WA. 
Samantha has many years' 
experience as an advocate 
in the disability sector 
particularly in the areas of 
employment and inclusion. 
As a person with a disability 
herself Samantha has 
experienced many of the 
barriers put up by society. 
Through Samantha’s role at 

People with Disabilities WA, previous roles as a Councillor 
at City of Stirling, and involvement with national bodies, 
Samantha has worked to break down those barriers for all 
people with disability.

Jessica Eastaugh is the 
Diversity Field Officer for 
People with Disabilities WA. 
Jessica has worked with 
a number of businesses 
including cafés, health 
services, gyms and retail 
stores to provide one-on-one 
assistance in making their 
business disability-friendly.

People with Disabilities WA is 
the peak disability  
consumer organisation 

in Western Australia that represents all people with 
disabilities through individual and systemic advocacy.

In 2018 there were: Prevalence was 
similar for males 
and females  
(ABS 2018)

5.8% 
of all Australians had a profound 
or severe disability  (ABS 2018)

Disability prevalence increases with age 
and nearly 40% of the Australian disability 
workforce is aged 45 or over  (ABS 2018) 46.6% 

of all working-age people with a 
disability were not in the labour force  
(ABS 2018)

Labour force participation declines 
with the severity of limitation, only

27.2% 
of those with a profound or severe 
limitation are in the labour force  
(ABS 2018)

The unemployment rate (percentage within 
the labour force that is currently without a 
job) for people with any type of disability: 

An increased participation rate of working-age people with 
disability in Australia of 10 percentage points to 64% implies that 

+207,000 
people who are currently not active in the labour market would 
move into the labour force (Deloitte Access Economics 2011)

The most common source of the 
discrimination in the labour force 
was from the employer of the 
person with a disability

24% 
(ABS 2016)

40% 
of people with a disability report  
having been ignored by people at work 
or treated as if they don’t exist.  
(O’Leary and D’Almada-Remedios 2019) 

4.4M 

17.7%  17.6%
 17.8%

AGE

PWD

Australians with 
a disability

of the population 
(ABS 2018)

1 in 11 (9%) of people with disabilities 
experienced harassment or discrimination 
in the workplace (ABS 2016)

10.3% 

4.6% 
(more than twice the rate for 
people without disability):  

(ABS 2018)

Employment of people  
with disability 
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Neurodiverse disabilities are also overlooked in the design 
of a workplace. A principal finding from the Diversity Field 
Officer Project was that many employers realising they did have 
staff with disability: mental health disability. This is primarily 
due to employers being unaware that mental health comes 
under the wide umbrella of disability, plus non-disclosure for 
fear of stigma. Despite evidence-based measures known to 
assist with mental stress in the workplace, including chill-out 
rooms, and low-intensity lighting, these are typically deemed 
‘non-essential’ by employers in Australian workplaces. This 
misunderstanding of mental health disability, has also led our 
business community to ignore a growing subset of employees 
who may require different approaches, support and/or 
flexibility at work e.g. less structured work hours, access to an 
Employment Assistance Program.

As recognition of people with disability continues to grow in 
mainstream public, businesses have begun to start taking 
notice and take the first steps toward inclusion. 

The individual benefits 
People with disability are incredibly varied; as with any other 
members of the general population, no two people are the 
same.  Like all people, employment offers financial security, 
but inclusion offers a sense of purpose, self-worth, and 
connection. A job that offers basic human rights should be 
afforded to everyone: skill development, socialisation, financial 
independence and security, and invaluable life experiences. 

The benefits for people with disability to being included in the 
workplace are also an expansion of the person’s networks and 
experiences. Depending on the person's background they may 
not have had the same opportunities to meet people and make 
friends outside of structured activities like work or school. Just 
like anyone else without a disability, your place of work is one of 
the main ways that you meet people and make friends. That then 
leads to further opportunities outside of work if your networks of 
people to go out with and try new things with, is increased. 

In terms of disability, job opportunities are disproportionately 
lower than people without disability.  This lack of opportunity 
acts as a constant barrier for people with disability trying to 
get their feet in the door. Pre-survey trends from the Diversity 
Field Officer Project indicate lack of opportunities stem from 
the belief that employees with disability create unsupportable 
challenges. For example, employers anticipate that the support 
for an employee with disability will be costly, timely and create 
more work. Post-survey trends, however, indicate that once 
employers have experienced working with people with disability, 
they realise employees with disability are hard-working, 
dedicated, and only require support that is mostly economically 
effective, time-efficient and non-disruptive to the business. 
Post-survey trends further indicate that employers who have 
gone on to employ a person with disability enjoy the experience 
and feel motivated to employ greater numbers of staff with 
disability in the future. 

Workplace benefits
There are countless mutual benefits for businesses that include 
people with disability that most employers are unaware of, both 
social and financial. First and foremost is that a workplace 
representing the diversity in the community will be seen by 
consumers as a part of their community.

Consumer behaviour has changed dramatically over the past 
10 years. Attitudinal shifts in the public have shown shoppers to 
be more conscientious in how they shop and ascertain services. 
Businesses involved with our Diversity Field Officer Project have 
reported both ‘conscientious employers’ and ‘conscientious 
shoppers’ typically with younger demographics - tomorrow’s 
largest consumer demographic. As such, businesses with 
greater, more comprehensive inclusion policies and practices 
can safeguard themselves from bad press; both from allies 
and high-profile people with disability. Similarly, inclusive 
businesses also stand out from the market. Inclusivity is a great 
marketing strategy as inclusion and diversity can act as a point 
of difference from other businesses. 

A diverse workforce can also support business. Diverse teams 
can boost innovation, creativity and problem solving. More 
established and renowned companies such as Coles, Google, 
Apple, OfficeWorks, Target, ASOS and H&M, have used the 
expertise of diverse teams (including staff with disability) 
to create accessible goods and services to rave review and 
revenue. For example, Coles created ‘quiet hour’ for shoppers 
with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) or other cognitive-based 
disabilities. This innovative thinking only comes from diverse 
workforces who can represent the needs of all consumers 
who have gone unnoticed in the past. Additionally, this type of 
thinking can be transferred to multiple minority groups with 
overlapping issues such as age, gender, culture, and language!

The benefits listed above support businesses by way of 
reputation, productivity, and profit. These benefits are unique 
to people with disability and should be celebrated within the 
business community.

Wider community benefits
At least five million people with disability living in Australia are 
potentially excluded from business, yet they control over  
40 billion dollars of annual disposable income. When 
considering the roll-out of the NDIS, people with disability 
now have increased flexibility, with the support to do more 
and try more. People with disability, now more than ever, have 
increased access and ability to engage with their community, 
such as socialising in their community, enjoying various 
recreational pursuits and hobbies etc., most of which are 
carried out in shopping centres, restaurants and cafes, and 
specialty services businesses. 

Businesses now have an opportunity to benefit from the 
increased spending of people with disability. Businesses that 
fail to embrace the disability community will likely lose out 
to competitors who have taken the time and effort to do so. 
Essentially, appropriate access, customer service and products 
will create a welcoming environment, conducive for customers 
with disability.

The benefits of inclusion and diversity to the wider community 
are far-reaching. Inclusive and accessible businesses where 
people can see themselves represented, build confidence 
in other people with disability to go out and participate. 
The families and carers of people with disability are able to 
experience a wider range of services. The community itself can 
become more accepting and engaging of difference rather than 
fearful. In short, inclusion of disability equates to greater social 
and economic participation for everyone. 

THOSE WHO BENEFIT FROM  
AN INCLUSIVE WORKPLACE

WIDER COMMUNITY

WORKPLACE

IN

DIVIDUAL

 A diverse workforce can also 

support business. Diverse teams 

can boost innovation, creativity and 

problem solving.   
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The importance of employing people with 
disability
Australia has become a nation synonymous with 
multiculturalism. However, for true multiculturalism to 
be achieved, further recognition of people with disability is 
required. Australians are living longer and more demanding 
lives, resulting in the disability community being one of the 
most rapidly expanding minority populations. As such, it is 
vital Australia sets a new precedent that supports people 
with disability, as future generations are likely to have greater 
numbers of people with disability. 

Due to the increase of disability, continuing to neglect potential 
employees with disability will create complications. With a 
growing number of people with disability-specific needs, 
businesses who fail to hire diverse staff cannot innovatively 
think, or cater, to a large portion of the population. This will 
inevitably result in business failures, which again, will likely 
cause additional economic strain.   

As a nation, Australia needs to employ people with disability and 
act as champions within their local communities. By taking the 
lead and hiring a diverse staff, businesses can set an example 
to hopefully become the standard.

Working together 
Support for employees with disability requires input from both 
the businesses and employees with disability themselves. It 
should be noted that all support-based strategies relate to 
businesses being open to a different way of doing things. 

Firstly, businesses should review their job recruitment 
processes. Whilst some positions seem like a cut and paste job, 
some descriptions unknowingly reject people with disability. 
For example, a ‘full driver’s licence’ is often listed as an 
inherent job requirement, despite the fact applicants may have 
alternative forms of travel available. Applicants are also unable 
to demonstrate how they would achieve a specific job task in 
lieu of the requirement. This example illustrates how people 
with disability are excluded from jobs they are perfectly qualified 
to fill. It is therefore important for businesses to reconsider 
‘inherent requirements’, or, provide ample opportunity for 
applicants to suggest alternatives.

Another job recruitment process requiring amendment is the 
interview. The standard panel-based, face-to-face interview 
can be a daunting experience for applicants with social anxiety, 
ASD, or limited interview experience. In situations where jobs 
do not pertain to customer service (such as data entry, packing/
stocking shelves etc.), employers may wish to offer modified 
interview procedures. For example, applicants may prefer to 
complete an interview one-on-one, via video conferencing 
technology, or in the form of written responses.

Once a candidate with disability has been selected, employers 
can also offer flexible working arrangements. Some employees 
with disability work more productively when given opportunities 
to work outside traditional hours or remotely from home. For 
example, long-distance travel back and forth to work everyday 
may exacerbate disability symptoms; simply allowing two days 
of the week to work from home and avoid travel, supports the 
employee with disability. This in turn improves an employee’s 
quality of work and reduces risk of sick leave or termination. 

Flexible arrangements also support staff without disability, 
such as parents with young children, students etc. Like flexible 
arrangements, offering staff an Employment Assistance 
Program (EAP) benefits everyone, including employees with 
disability. Work and life stressors can impact an employee’s 
quality of work, productivity, and mental wellbeing. Employees 
who have the option to talk to a counsellor without financial 
penalty, can support all employees to maintain a positive work 
life. Regarding smaller businesses who cannot afford an EAP, 
many psychology practices offer supervised graduate programs, 
free of charge.

Another strategy which benefits everyone, including staff and 
customers with disability, is disability awareness training 
(DAT). The Diversity Field Officer Project highlighted DAT as an 
exceptionally beneficial strategy for staff, as in the past many 
businesses have reported that staff felt disability was such a 
sensitive topic that they did not want to ask questions regarding 
appropriate customer service for people with disability. DAT 
offers staff a safe space to discuss disability through a lens of 
customer service. Any DAT that comes with a price tag can be 
fully reimbursed through the Employment Assistance Fund for 
businesses that have employed a person with disability. 

The above strategies only begin to scratch the surface of ways 
businesses and employees can work together in becoming 
more inclusive and disability confident. These strategies are all 
in keeping with realistic, economic, and time-efficient methods 
that suit both business and employee.

 Australia needs to employ people 

with disabilities and act as champions 

within their local communities.   
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DIVERSITY FIELD OFFICER 
PROJECT CASE STUDY:

A worldwide engineering company participated 
in the Diversity Field Officer Project (DFOP) last 
year to great success. 

A representative from the organisation stated interest in the 
DFOP was largely due to a desire to continue improving their 
efforts in diversity and inclusion. 

Since completing the DFOP, the Organisational Development 
Advisor reports that many recommendations made by their 
Diversity Field Officer have been implemented. They reported 
disability awareness training motivated the HR department to 
seek new staff members with disability. Since then, they have 
offered internships to graduate students with disability from 
Curtin University’s School of Media, School of Mathematics 
and Engineering. They took this a step further by successfully 
hiring a paid intern with autism to work in their IT department, 
and vetting additional candidates with disability for another 
position opening up in their civil engineering project teams. 
HR continued to follow the advice of their DFO and facilitated 
Autism Awareness Training (fully reimbursed by the Employment 
Assistance Fund) within the IT department, ensuring greater 
departmental understanding of autism. 

The act of hiring employees and interns with disability was so 
well received, that the Organisational Development Advisor took 
advantage of this momentum and created an entirely new role for 
a person with disability via job carving; another recommendation 

made by their DFO. They commented,“we didn’t really have any 
positions open to the public. The only positions we had were 
advertised in-house, but we wanted to keep going with the 
recommendations and job-carving sounded like something we 
could organise with relative ease, and everyone has parts of their 
job they never get around to or could use an extra pair of hands.” 
The job description entailed basic administration tasks, such 
as responding to enquiries that come through their information 
inbox, filing, and general tidying.

In anticipation of a greater number of staff, the HR department 
also made considerable effort to promote an Employment 
Assistance Program (EAP). They advertised on their intranet 
and bulletin boards, as well as during inductions and catch-ups 
with staff. As adjusting to a new job can be stressful – not to 
mention high-pressure jobs requiring long hours and travel – 
the addition of the EAP and its promotion, was considered to be 
a worthy use of time.

Overall, the Organisational Development Advisor commented 
“[businesses] don’t have to focus only on big changes, because 
clearly, even here, minimal changes have made big impacts.”

PWdWA CASE STUDY:

People With disabilities WA is an organisation 
that is run by and for people with disability. 

The Board of People With disabilities WA is 100% people with 
a diverse range of disability. It has been really important that 
people with lived experience of disability are also employees. As 
an organisation that provides advocacy for people with disability, 
when our staff have lived experience, they understand where 
people are coming from and are authentic in the way that they 
work with people.

Of the 17 staff within the organisation there are seven who 
identify as having a disability, a couple of staff with ongoing 
health conditions, and staff with family members with disability. 
As a workplace, we provide as much flexibility as we possibly 
can, such as different start times where required and the 
opportunities to work some days remotely or from home. 
We also have an accessible workplace that is close to public 
transport, with accessible parking bays nearby, and accessible 
facilities within the building.

Three of our staff have used the workplace modifications 
program to purchase specific equipment and software to help 
them in the workplace. As an organisation we have found it is 
our attitude and the flexibility and inclusive way that we work 
that really makes staff with disability feel included.

One of our staff members who has identified mental health 
challenges was worried before working with us about how 
much work she would be able to do and her ability to cope if she 
became anxious. Over a year into her employment at PWdWA she 
now talks about how she feels confident asking for more hours 
of work and knowing that the support and flexibility will be there 
if she needs to drop back her hours or take a break. Knowing 
that she can talk about her disability and what she needs to be 
supported in her role openly, rather than feeling that it is a taboo 
subject, has increased her confidence in her role.

The flexibility that we have put in place is the ability to come 
in at different hours to miss peak traffic, the access to the 
Employee Assistance Program, regular reflective supervision 
and monitoring of workload and workload expectations, and the 
ability to work remotely when required. One of the other major 
factors is having a workplace culture of support from the whole 
team. If things get difficult or a person has had a stressful 
phone call, they know that they can debrief with someone else 
in the team even if the manager is not available.

It has really made a difference that there are people in 
leadership positions with disability in our organisation, people 
who understand that creativity, empathy, and outcomes that 
employees with disability can bring to an organisation can add 
enormous benefit. As the Executive Director of the organisation, 
it is a great moment when staff tell you that it is one of the best 
places they have worked.

 One of the other major factors is 

having a workplace culture of support 

from the whole team.   

 The act of hiring employees and 

interns with disability was so well 

received, that the Organisational 

Development Advisor took advantage of 

this momentum and created an entirely 

new role for a person with disability    



CHAPTER 1: EMPLOYING PEOPLE WITH DISABILITY16 SOCIAL INCLUSION IN THE WORKPLACE MODULE 1: EMPLOYMENT EXPERIENCES     17

Myth busting
Employing people with disability does not mean employing 
people in wheelchairs specifically. 

A lack of awareness and understanding of what it’s like to 
employ people with disability, can cause stereotyping and  
result in people with disability being overlooked for  
employment opportunities. 

Here are some of the myths surrounding employing people  
with disability and why they’re untrue. 

MYTH 1:
People with disability have limited skills and can 
perform only routine/repetitive tasks
Never make assumptions about what a person with disability 
can or cannot do in the workplace. People with disability will 
often have a clear understanding of their abilities and are 
unlikely to apply for jobs they cannot do.

People with disability bring a range of skills, talents, and 
abilities to the workplace. The focus should be on a person’s 
abilities rather than their disability. 

 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (2012) reported that:

• 19.9% of working-age people with disability who were 
employed, worked as professionals;

• 14.1% of working-age people with disability who were 
employed, were clerical and administrative workers;

• 15.2% of working age people with disability who were 
employed, were technicians and trade workers;

• 11.6% of people with disability who work, run their own 
business;

• 33.7% work from home. 

MYTH 2:
People with disability do not want to work
This is undeniably false. The National People with Disabilities 
and Carer Council (2009) found that it was clear that people with 
disability want to work. The issue is not their ability to work but 
the opportunities presented to them to be able to work. 

“Meaningful employment is essential not only to an individual’s 
economic security but also their physical and mental health, 
personal wellbeing and sense of identity.” (National People with 
Disabilities and Carer Council 2009) 

It has also been reported that almost one-third of people with 
disability (32.4%) who work part-time want to work more hours, 
compared with just over one-quarter of people without disability 
(27.1%) (Disabled Peoples Organisations Australia 2018). 

MYTH 3:
It is difficult to attract qualified applicants with 
disability
It must be understood that the recruitment process can 
inadvertently be a barrier to applicants with disability. Poor 
accessibility on websites, job advertisements and job application 
forms can be an immediate barrier to potential employees and 
is not perceived as very welcoming. 

An inclusive workplace gives ‘signals’ to the wider community 
and potential employees about what they mean when they say 
they value inclusion and diversity. Having inclusion and diversity 
policy statements in recruitment materials that are specific to 
people with disability can increase the chances of successful 
recruitment. 

Employers that partner with other community-based 
organisations and vocational agencies often see the most 
success and reap the benefits of their assistance with 
facilitating successful employment opportunities. 

MYTH 4:
People with disability are less productive and 
unreliable
It is presumed that employees with disability have performance 
issues, higher absenteeism/lateness and are less productive 
and less reliable. This is untrue.

• 90% of employees with disability record productivity rates 
equal or greater than other works. 

• 86% of employees with disability have average or superior 
attendance records.

• Telstra Australia found that over a 15-month period, people 
with disability had 11.8 days absent, compared to people 
without disability who had 19.2 days absent. 

(Graffam et al. 2002) 

MYTH 5:
Workplace modifications are always required and 
expensive
The volume and cost of making modifications in the workplace 
for people with disability is exaggerated. Research shows that 
employing a person with disability costs the same as employing 
people without disability (Hilton 2020).

Workplace modifications can be as simple as providing desks 
with an adjustable height or having pen and paper at reception 
to communicate with people who are deaf or hard of hearing. 

It has also been found that the earlier an employer provides 
modifications, the lower the cost (Bonaccio 2020).

The Australian Government provides financial support for 
eligible people and businesses, through the Employment 
Assistance Fund (EAF), which can be used to cover the costs of 
meeting accessibility requirements.

MYTH 6:
Hiring people with disability will negatively affect other 
employees and workplace culture 
Employers can often be concerned that employees with 
disability will disrupt the functioning of the current team and 
that the attitudes of co-workers towards the person with 
disability will have a negative impact on workplace morale. 

Employees with disability are known to have a positive effect on 
the attitudes of other employees in the workplace. Employees 
with disability are found to be extremely grateful and committed 
to their workplace which can influence other employees to feel 
and act the same (Bonaccio 2020).

Including people with disability in the workplace can further 
help to change negative understandings of people with disability 
to show that everyone benefits from having an inclusive 
workplace environment. If an employee initially resists, it is 
usually because they have no idea what to expect. 

MYTH 7:
Hiring people with disability will introduce the potential 
for safety problems and high accident rates
Businesses should already be providing a healthy and safe 
workplace. They should have Workers’ Compensation and 
general insurance coverage. Hiring people with disability does 
not increase your liability. 

If there is a medical condition or anything else that could affect 
health and safety on the job, then employers should know about 
it as they should with any other employee. 

Research also shows that employees with disability have fewer 
health and safety incidents (Hilton 2020). 

Understanding the myths and opposing facts about employing 
people with disability is important to breakdown stereotypes 
and historic negative perceptions. Employers can use the facts 
to ensure their employees are given the right information thus 
reducing any chances of exclusion in the workplace. 

 Employees with disability are 

known to have a positive effect on 

the attitudes of other employees in 

the workplace.   
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Including people with disability in your workplace makes good 
business sense, both economically and socially. Employers 
report that workers with disability take less time off, have better 
safety records and comparable productivity to their employees 
without disability. Workers with disability also show excellent 
motivation, dedication and loyalty and they remain in their jobs 
longer than their counterparts. Companies employing people 
with disability are considered better corporate citizens and have 
higher workplace morale. Employing workers with disability 
does not impact on company insurances or premiums.

Many people with disability, either independently, or with help 
from their family, friends, or specialist employment services have 
secured jobs via traditional means. They have successfully applied 
for advertised vacancies, knocked on employers’ doors, registered 
with recruitment firms, and survived the interview process.

However, there are just as many highly motivated jobseekers 
with disability waiting for the opportunity to showcase their 
skills to employers. To unlock the potential of these jobseekers 
requires employers to consider job customisation as an 
alternative recruitment strategy and to think differently about 
their labour needs.

What is job customisation?
The idea behind job customisation is, rather than hiring a 
person with disability from a pool of applicants (where the 
applicant with disability is being compared to the pool), the 
employer is asked to focus on their business and what tasks 
need to be done. The skills, motivation, interests and potential 
of a jobseeker with disability are then matched to those tasks. 
In other words, the needs of the jobseeker are matched to the 
needs of the employer, in ways that meet the needs of both 
parties: a win-win for both the employer and the jobseeker 
with disability. Job customisation is efficient because the tasks 
are closely matched to the jobseeker’s skills and interests. 
This results in the worker staying with the company longer 
and higher employer satisfaction because tasks are now being 
completed reliably and productivity has increased. 

Here are three ways to customise jobs for people with 
disability in your workplace: job creation, job restructuring 
and job sharing. 

Job creation
Job creation involves creating a position for a person with 
disability. This position has not previously existed within  
the workplace.

In creating a new position, the employer may consider:

• Are there tasks that I would like to see done more often?

• Are there tasks that some of my employees do that could be 
sufficiently and reliably done by someone else?

• Do some of my employees have duties that take them away 
from their area of expertise?

• Are there times when we are behind schedule or my 
employees may feel over-burdened?

• Are there busy times when we could use some extra help?

• Do I regularly pay overtime or employ temporary workers? 

Care needs to be taken to ensure that the newly created 
position has a job title, has a written duty statement, clear 
lines of reporting and supervision, and becomes part of the 
organisational structure. 

An example of job creation
Jessica is a young woman with Down Syndrome. Since leaving 
school, Jessica has always wanted to work in an office. On 
Jessica’s behalf, DDWA, an organisation offering advocacy, 
education and support to people with developmental disability 
and their families, was approached by a disability employment 
support service, to discuss her job aspirations. A job audit was 
undertaken of the DDWA workplace to identify jobs that Jessica 
could perform with appropriate support. A number of tasks 
were identified by the CEO that were either taking current staff 
away from their primary duties or being overlooked. These 
tasks were amalgamated into a single position that Jessica 
could effectively undertake. DDWA staff were in favour of the 
newly created position and Jessica has been successfully 
employed by DDWA, for seven hours per week, since 2014.

JOB DESCRIPTION
JOB NAME: Office Assistant

WHERE: City West Lotteries House, West Perth

HOURS: Part time – 6 hours per week 

 (3 hours, two mornings a week)

WHO IS THE BOSS?   Office Manager

TASK LIST

Daily:
1. Collect the mail from the building reception, open, and stamp with 

the date then enter the mail in the mail log.

2. Wash and dry any dishes.  Put dishes away in the cupboard.  

3. Tidy kitchen area including wiping down bench and cleaning 

microwave.

4. Make tea or coffee for staff when asked.

5. Check printer and refill with paper.

6. Empty recycle bins to the paper and cardboard wheelie bins.

7. Disinfect door handles, backs of chairs, kitchen appliances and 

other high use items.

8. Shred any papers in your shredding file. 

Weekly:
1. Put name labels into badge holders for people coming to events.

2. Check fridge, remove food that is out of date and clean up afterwards. 

3. Check supplies of tea, coffee and sugar and let staff know if supplies are needed. 

4. Tidy stationery shelves and put items in their right place.

Fortnightly:
1. Fold up any mail outs and put into envelopes, seal and label.

2. Check event tubs are fully stocked with supplies.

Monthly: 
1. Water plants, dust and cut off any dead leaves.

2. Remove items from one desk each month and wipe down. Clean computer screen, keyboard and 

telephone with alcohol wipe.

3. Make up packs for coming events.

Occasional:
1. Help set up tables, chairs, food and drinks for events and pack away afterwards.

2. Help with other office tasks when asked. 

Sue Robertson is the former 
Managing Director and co-
founder of EDGE Employment 
Solutions, an employment 
agency for job seekers 
with disabilities, which has 
secured thousands of award 
wage jobs for workers with 
disabilities since 1984. Sue 
has presented at numerous 
international conferences on 
employment and disability 
and has published in 

international journals on this topic. In 2011 Sue was 
inducted into the Disability Employment Hall of Fame.

Job 
customisation:
A new way of including people with disability  
in your workplace



CHAPTER 1: EMPLOYING PEOPLE WITH DISABILITY20 SOCIAL INCLUSION IN THE WORKPLACE MODULE 1: EMPLOYMENT EXPERIENCES     21

Job restructuring
Job restructuring involves moving tasks from one position in the 
company to another to make one of those positions suitable for 
a person with disability. This may involve swapping tasks, or a 
salary differential. 

Care needs to be taken to ensure that the exchange of 
duties is seen favourably by current employees and that the 
competencies of the new employee with disability are discussed 
with the employee affected by the restructure. 

An example of job restructuring
Jane has a psychiatric disability, a learning disorder and a 
speech impairment. She wished to be employed as a retail 
assistant, but stated that she would have difficulty taking her 
turn on the enquiry counter or dealing with telephone enquiries 
as she needed to retain knowledge of all the store’s products 
and could experience paranoia about callers’ intentions.

After speaking with co-workers about Jane’s abilities and 
qualities, as well as how her disability would not interfere with 
her job performance, they agreed to exchange some of their 
duties to enable Jane to get the job. One co-worker asked if 
Jane would like to do his end displays in exchange for dealing 
with the telephone enquiries. Jane thought this was a wonderful 
deal as it was a highly valued task and she could use her 
creativity to display the sale items. The other co-worker offered 
to take Jane’s turn on the enquiry counter if she would take 
his turn on the cash register. Jane remained in this position for 
seven years.

Job sharing 
Job sharing involves a single position being shared by two 
employees. One or both of the employees has a disability and 
both work the same part-time hours. This is a benefit to many 
employers as it ensures that the new employee with disability 
has ready access to a co-worker performing the same job at the 
same time. 

Care needs to be taken to find a supportive and compatible  
co-worker. There also needs to be an equal division of 
labour with each worker making an equal contribution to the 
productive output.

An example of job sharing
A current employee in the storeroom of a private hospital 
expressed his desire to reduce his hours to part-time.  
The employer was approached about filling the part-time 
vacancy with a person with disability. An audit of the job 
revealed that it could be completed more efficiently if two  
part-time employees worked each morning. This also meant 
the new employee with disability would be well supported in 
the position and greater teamwork could develop within the 
storeroom. The employer could also be confident that the new 
employer would be well taught and well supported. The current 
storeman was asked to help in the selection process. Fred has 
cerebral palsy, is deaf, and  has been employed as a part-time 
storeman for over six years.

In summary
Job customisation matches the skills, interests, motivation 
and potential of an individual jobseeker with disability to a set 
of tasks that the employer needs to be completed. The focus is 
on general tasks that are easier to learn and need to be done, 
but are being ignored by current employees. When a person 
with disability completes these tasks, the result is a win-win 
for both the employee and the employer. Not only does it result 
in increased productivity, increased employee satisfaction and 
team building, it promotes a culture of flexibility, diversity and 
belonging in the workplace.

HOW TO INCLUDE  
PEOPLE WITH  

DISABILITY
CASE STUDIES

CHAPTER TWO:
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 Employers report that workers with 

disability take less time off, and have 

better safety records and comparable 

productivity to their employees 

without disability.   
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MORGAN
In a few sentences, tell us about 
yourself. 

I am an outgoing happy person who lives 
for footy, my family and friends. I like to 
keep busy but some quiet time is good. 
I have been told I have a great sense of 
humour.

What are your access requirements to 
ensure you can be included in the workplace? 

I need everything to be wheelchair accessible and set up at a 
height that’s good for me.

Would you like to be given the choice to share information 
about your disability? If so, how would you like to share 
information with the workplace?

I just say I have cerebral palsy, that’s it.

How does being included in the workplace make you feel?  

It means everything but I am not included in everything. The 
lunch room, staff room and lockers are upstairs and I can’t get 
to them and be included, so I can’t have lunch with other staff. I 
rely on a support worker to go to and from my locker.

Are there any assumptions people made about you/your 
disability that employers could avoid?

I guess you have to show employers what you can do and not 
what you can’t.

Were any variations needed to be made during  
your application process or to the job role? If so,  
what were they? 

I can’t answer that one. The service provider I had at the time 
would have attended to the application process.

Have you experienced discrimination in any workplace?

The lunch room, staff room and locker that I can’t get to.

What would make you want to stay at a workplace?

More hours and stable support workers.

EMILY RAYMOND
In a few sentences, tell us about yourself. 

I am 36 years old and work at Belonging Matters.

What are your access requirements to ensure you can be 
included in the workplace? 

I get paid four hours and get treated as an equal.

Would you like to be given the choice to share information 
about your disability? If so, how would you like to share 
information with the workplace?

In workshops for employers.

How does being included in the workplace make you feel?  

It makes me feel happy and needed.

Are there any assumptions people made about you/your 
disability that employers could avoid?

That I automatically knew how to do something.

What three pieces of advice would you give to a 
workplace looking to include people with disability? 

Be open to modifying tasks. Look at what the person CAN do. 
Be patient if more time is required for certain things.

Is there an organisation or service provider that 
could assist people with disability to be included in a 
workplace? If so, who are they and how can they assist?

Inclusion Melbourne is the only one I know of in my state. 
They assisted with every aspect of gaining employment. It’s all 
changed now and support coordinators are the go to now, it’s  
a shame.

What would make you want to contribute your 
knowledge, skills and passions to a workplace?

I don’t have very good knowledge or skills, but my passions 
come into play when I communicate with people. I am a  
great communicator.

GIFTS OF MY HEAD
What specific knowledge, expertise  

and life experience do you have that  
you can share with others?

I am always happy. People take a lot from that.

GIFTS OF MY HEART 
What is really important to you,  

that you care deeply about?
Being included in everything in life is the  

most important to me. I have known from a child  
what it feels like to be left out. 

GIFTS OF MY HANDS 
What things do you know how to do and enjoy?

I have very good use of one hand  
but the other only assists.

Were any variations needed to be made during your 
application process or to the job role? If so, what were 
they? 

Flexibility of hours and work locations.

Have you experienced discrimination in any workplace?

No.

What values or attributes do you look for before 
accepting an employment opportunity? For example, 
specific policies, code of conduct, visual symbols that 
demonstrate inclusion etc. 

Code of conduct, helpfulness, understanding.

What would make you want to stay at a workplace?

Helpful and friendly staff.

What three pieces of advice would you give to a 
workplace looking to include people with disability? 

They can do anything a person without disability can.

Is there an organisation or service provider that 
could assist people with disability to be included in a 
workplace? If so, who are they and how can they assist?

Belonging Matters—they help find work and work with people 
with disability.

What would make you want to contribute your 
knowledge, skills and passions to a workplace?

Helpful staff.
GIFTS OF MY HEAD

What specific knowledge, expertise  

and life experience do you have that  

you can share with others?

 You can do anything you can put your mind to it.

GIFTS OF MY HEART 
What is really important to you,  

that you care deeply about?

 To be treated equally and respected. 

GIFTS OF MY HANDS 
What things do you know how to do and enjoy?

Colouring in and art and craft.
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CRISPIN ROBERTS
In a few sentences, tell us 
about yourself. 

I’m a quadriplegic after 
breaking my neck playing 
rugby when I was 21. I am 
currently working as a Policy 
Adviser, a role I have been 
in for the past three years. 
My work history includes five 
years as a Project Officer at 
the Department of Sport and 
Recreation, five years as a 
Media Officer at RugbyWA/
Western Force, as well as 

a highly enjoyable 12 months working as a Communications 
Consultant for a small start-up. I have a Bachelor of Arts 
degree, a Graduate Diploma in Journalism, and a Masters 
in International Relations. I’m a mad sports fan, I drink a lot 
of coffee and a little bit of scotch, and I spend my spare time 
reading, watching movies and TV (mostly sport). I like to think 
that I’m a pretty positive person. I’m fortunate to have a lot 
of terrific people in my life and to have had some incredible 
opportunities in my life thus far.

What are your access requirements to ensure you can be 
included in the workplace? 

I’m a wheelchair user, so I need flat surfaces to roll on (steps 
are my natural archenemy), I have an adjustable desk for my 
screen and keyboard. Automatic doors are also essential. I have 
had to make only a few tweaks at individual workplaces. 

Would you like to be given the choice to share information 
about your disability? If so, how would you like to share 
information with the workplace?

Yes, I think it’s important to let employers know that workplace 
adjustments may be necessary. I think I would like to have 
a conversation soon after being employed, not during the 
application process. If I think my disability is directly relevant 
to the role I’m applying for, then I would likely disclose it in my 
cover letter – especially if the employer is seeking personal 
experience in the role. I don’t think it is essential to share 
personal information about one’s disability though, and I 
respect those who choose not to do so. 

How does being included in the workplace make you feel?  

Having a job is more than just a salary, that’s for sure. Work 
gives everyone a sense of purpose, a reason to get out of 
bed in the morning. I think we all want to be included in our 
workplace, but a willingness to ensure accessibility needs are 
met is definitely on my list of essential criteria when I look at 
prospective employers. 

I have been in situations in the workplace where I have not felt 
comfortable based entirely on my disability. How you respond 
to this position is a fork in the road moment. It is important to 
consider whether your employer should be reasonably expected 
to address this situation before it arises. Addressing issues as 
soon as they occur, as you would (or should) in any workplace, 
leads to better understanding and therefore a more inclusive 
workplace. Having management that are aware of the benefits 
of a truly inclusive workplace certainly makes this type of 
conversation much easier. 

I have been really fortunate to have had quality leadership at the 
places I have worked. There have been a few hurdles/stumbles and 
a bit of frustration at certain individuals at times in the past, but I 
have made an effort to get to know people, and I think that people 
have responded well to that. In this regard, I am not any different 
post- injury than I was when I was upright and fully mobile.

Are there any assumptions people made about you/your 
disability that employers could avoid?

Yes. Things like low expectations, or that I will require a lot of 
support (and/or a “workplace buddy” – this is not for everyone!), 
or that people with disability will just be happy to have a job and 
not seek to climb the ladder, or that we will ‘inspire’ those around 
us just by getting to the office… I just want to get in and crack on 
with getting my work done, like everyone else who has a job.

Were any variations needed to be made during your 
application process or to the job role? If so, what were 
they? 

I haven’t requested any changes to any job application 
processes, but – in hindsight – there are areas that could be 
tweaked (or overhauled) to make the process more appealing 
and straightforward for people with disability. For example, job 
interviews don’t suit everyone and aren’t always a good test of 
capability. I know some people who have requested a support 
worker attend an interview with them, only for the employer to 
deny the request. This doesn’t suggest good inclusive practice.

Have you experienced discrimination in any workplace?

I have been pretty fortunate in this regard, but that might 
be because my tolerance for discrimination is low. Over the 
journey, I think people have been pretty understanding of the 
situation. The difficulties around discrimination are more likely 
to be tacit, such as being overlooked for promotion (the “soft 
bigotry of low expectations”, as Graeme Innes put it). 

I don’t know whether that has ever been true in my case. I’ve 
worked with some excellent people. People have also said 
things like “I don’t even see you as disabled”, which is a sort of 
weird, backhanded compliment. Having a disability is part of 
who I am and it’s more important that colleagues/employers 
accept and embrace this, rather than pretend it isn’t there (or 
worse, think that only people without disability are capable of 
getting things done). 

What values or attributes do you look for before 
accepting an employment opportunity? For example, 
specific policies, code of conduct, visual symbols that 
demonstrate inclusion etc. 

I have not looked at codes of conduct or specific policies before 
applying for a job. I don’t think anyone can rush to judgement 
in that regard – sometimes the most inclusive people you 
meet are not familiar with the policies/concepts of social 
inclusion, but they are practising it regardless. My footy club, 
for example, is incredibly inclusive but only recently have we 
seen and endorsed an actual inclusion policy. So, I guess I’m 
not looking for a piece of paper or signage, I’m trying to read 
the people in the room when I ask questions about any potential 
modifications.

What would make you want to stay at a workplace?

Good culture. It’s hard to put a finger on exactly what that 
looks like, but you know it when you’re in it. I like curious, 
proactive colleagues when it comes to inclusive workplaces (for 
example- if there is a manual door, then I appreciate someone 
holding it open for me without stressing or asking). Flexibility 
is important. I know I can’t get to work as early as I would like 
to, so early meetings are difficult. Having an office that doesn’t 
schedule 8 am meetings is helpful. I’m happy to work late, work 
from home and work weekends, as flexibility goes two ways. It’s 
always nice for anyone to be recognised for their work, and the 
best way to do that is probably to give them more work.

What three pieces of advice would you give to a 
workplace looking to include people with disability? 

Be open to the idea of employing people with disability. Too 
often it is considered a ‘risk’, but really the risk is not any higher 
than employing people without disability. More often than not, 
people with disability are excellent, rounded contributors in the 
work environment. Sometimes it won’t work out, but that’s okay. 
Be proactive. The advantages of a diverse, inclusive, flexible 
workplace are well documented. Be respectful. Don’t just 
employ someone because you want to fill a quota or feel good 
about yourself. Tokenistic employment isn’t good for anyone. 
There are so many excellent people with disability looking for 
work that workplaces shouldn’t have to look too far to find the 
right fit for them. 

GIFTS OF MY HEAD
What specific knowledge, expertise  

and life experience do you have that  
you can share with others?

Patience, resilience, honesty, work ethic, an open  
mind, a deliberate approach (i.e. an idea of the path 

 you want to be on, but an openness to adjust 
on the fly) and more patience. 

GIFTS OF MY HEART 
What is really important to you,  

that you care deeply about?
In the work sense, being a contributor and providing for 
myself financially are both really important to me. I want 
to try to be part of a good culture, so I embrace as many 
opportunities as I can. When you spend 40 hours a week 

with a small group of people you might as well try to 
make it as enjoyable as possible.

GIFTS OF MY HANDS 
What things do you know how to do and enjoy?

I have enjoyed the vast majority of my working life. 
Working as a team with a common goal is something  

that I feel I am good at. I like working to deadlines 
(deadlines spur action). 

Is there an organisation or service provider that 
could assist people with disability to be included in a 
workplace? If so, who are they and how can they assist?

Yes, there are. Disability Employment Services can help. For 
people who have an NDIS Plan, employment can be included as 
a goal in the plan. There are others. 

What would make you want to contribute your 
knowledge, skills and passions to a workplace?

I think everyone likes to feel valued in the workplace. I would 
hate to work in a job where I clock in and clock out without any 
sense of achievement, just rolling through the work day with no 
particular purpose. I need to believe in what I am doing.
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GRACE MILLS
In a few sentences, tell us about yourself. 

I am a woman and working as an advocate for people with 
disability. After graduating high school and beginning a 
university degree in wildlife biology, my life changed when 
I acquired a disability at 18 and I was told that my chosen 
career path was no longer a viable option and would have to 
find something else as my vision was a major barrier to the 
chosen course. I was not interested in the options that were 
presented to me (such as law or commerce) as I felt I was 
being deliberately blocked from entering other areas due to 
prejudice and being told "you can't do that, you're blind". I left 
university study and began looking at alternatives for possible 
careers. Since leaving my wildlife studies I have found myself 
working in the disability sector as an advocate across multiple 
organisations. I have directed my skills into other areas 
including governance, policy creation, running events, and 
taking part in research to encourage others to understand the 
difficulties faced by people with disability. These projects have 
created opportunities to show how these issues can be easily 
overcome through discussions on inclusive practices. I am an 
avid music enthusiast and love literature, enjoying the diverse 
range of audio books available through various platforms. I 
have a passion for martial arts, enjoy English Breakfast tea 
and make an effort to laugh as much as possible. I find it is 
more helpful to laugh than frown (and besides, who wants 
frown lines?). I wear as much pink and red clothing as possible, 
love the AFL (go Eagles!) and love being outdoors. I am a very 
sociable person and love hanging out with my friends. I enjoy 
being with people.

What are your access requirements to ensure you can be 
included in the workplace? 

The first comment I would make on this point is simply that 
someone will not always know what may be needed when 
entering employment, which is something I wish I had known 
before starting my career.

I did not know that I would need to have assistive technology 
such as screenreading software (which is incredibly expensive). 
I needed my colleagues to verbally describe their body language 
so I could understand what they were asking at the time. It was 
not possible to see someone nodding or shaking their head, 
pointing at objects, or any other non-verbal cues that conveyed 
information. Something as simple as trying to navigate the 
office environment meant crashing into sharp tables, chairs, 
doorframes and even other people. I found this to be extremely 
disconcerting in the early stages, because I was concerned about 
how to defuse each situation, because there are people that have 
had no experience with how to interact with a person who’s blind. 
These are not the types of skills one can learn in a day. 

I have found that the best way 
to overcome potential issues 
is by talking to my colleagues 
at the beginning or early on 
into the projects, as it can be 
daunting to ask me questions 
about what I may need or for a 
team member to ask “do you 
need help or should I stay here 
while you figure it out?”. 

Despite several years working 
this way, I am still slightly 
hesitant to ask for assistance 
with certain tasks and 
navigation around the office 

as I worry it may appear to my employer that I am incapable. 
Voicing this fear is not easy or something I feel comfortable 
doing unless I feel completely at ease in my surroundings. 
The other aspect that is necessary to consider is whether or 
not the technology, applications, devices and programmes 
used by the business are accessible for my screenreader to 
use effectively and enable me to fully participate and complete 
tasks. There are a number of devices that do not have a 
screenreading function and therefore, completely prevent 
me from using the software. For example, some applications 
including online calendars, pdf documents, images, maps, 
videos, memes, photos and many other visually-based items 
are an absolute nightmare for a person who is blind. A blind 
person can feel excluded as I can be sitting in an office listening 
to everyone else laughing at some viral image floating around 
on social media and cannot access it to share in the hilarity. It is 
definitely a struggle trying to decide whether or not to ask your 
colleagues to explain it, or not to bother them.

Would you like to be given the choice to share information 
about your disability? If so, how would you like to share 
information with the workplace?

I would welcome the opportunity to do this, particularly as 
most of the issues I come across in an employment sense are 
unconscious behaviours that people can be unaware of on 
a day-to-day basis. Sharing information about a disability is 
not always an easy or straightforward discussion, you have to 
make an effort to share this information. Some colleagues may 
not want to hear about it, but others are quite willing to ask 
questions. 

I have found the best way is to start a conversation about the 
topic first in an easy-going manner and tell them that it is not 
a problem if they have never come across the particular issue 
before meeting me. 

Most concerns can easily be solved through a quick chat and 
with a smile. I prefer to be upfront in interviews, projects and 
discussions as I don’t feel comfortable leaving situations 
thinking “if only”.

How does being included in the workplace make you feel?  

There is no greater feeling when you can come in to your 
workplace and feel welcome and “at home” where you are 
- the people genuinely want you around, want to talk to you,  
and want you to take part in everything that is happening and 
allow you to show them your skills. I don’t have to try, don’t 
have to force myself to speak in the hope that someone is 
listening to my ideas or proposals, because I feel that I am a 
valuable member of the team. It can take some time to cultivate 
this feeling of inclusion. The important point is that you try, 
don’t make excuses why you can’t be included, or how the 
organisation should not include you in tasks.

Are there any assumptions people made about you/your 
disability that employers could avoid?

There are several assumptions that have been made about my 
personality, work ethic and capabilities based on my disability 
type, including:

- I don’t understand the concept being discussed

- I don’t need concepts to be explained to me because I will 
“find it too hard”

- I cannot appreciate subtleties or nuances due to my lack 
of vision (I pick up on other cues though- you would be 
surprised how many people think that by hiding their body 
language or changing the tone of the voice they can fool me 
or lie to my face)

- I am left out of meetings, events and projects because I don’t 
have the “required” experience

- I need more help/ time/ mentoring with projects compared 
with someone with perfect vision

- Being called “you poor thing” when I cannot access an 
application or computer programme and have to ask for 
assistance

- Being told I am not needed at events because it will be too 
hard to “look after you”

- Having someone speak loudly, slowly enunciating each word 
or phrase due to the belief that my lack of vision somehow 
corresponds to a lack of intelligence or hearing

- Walking over to me and grabbing my arms suddenly as if to 
assist me with navigating a room without asking me if I would 
like assistance, or warning me that they are going to touch 
me

- Taking my arm in a manner that suggests they are dragging 
a dog on a leash and asking “what is wrong with you?” when I 
try to extricate myself from their grip and show them a more 
appropriate way of assisting me

- Telling me that I need more help than I believe necessary 
“because I can see and you are oblivious”

- Assuming I don’t want to shake their hand when they offer it 
and I don’t immediately respond (if you don’t tell me that you 
have extended your hand then I cannot see it and someone 
may assume I am being unfriendly. This is definitely not the 
case as all I need is for a person to say they are trying to 
shake my hand).

- Assuming I need to sit down and telling me that I don’t need 
to move while everyone else is moving around me

- Whether or not I have proof that I am over 18 (I am asked 
this frequently, while all of my other colleagues are allowed 
in venues without query, I am always asked to show my 
identification and asked to state my birthday)

I am sure it can be seen by these examples that anyone may 
feel disappointed or undervalued having to experience these 
situations, regardless of whether they have a disability. Avoiding 
making assumptions is not an easy task when you have not 
previously come across disability, but it should not prevent 
someone from asking questions or making an effort to include 
people with disability in any setting. 

Were any variations needed to be made during your 
application process or to the job role? If so, what were 
they? 

Some of the changes that have been needed are:

- Asking if the role is dependent on the ability to drive (I have 
been rejected for jobs as I cannot drive)

- Doing some tasks at home and only coming in to the office 
for larger projects (I calculate the amount I would need for a 
taxi fare to the office and back with the amount of time I will 
be paid. When the cost of the taxi exceeds more than I would 
earn I prefer to work from home. This allows me to earn a 
wage and not have it all taken up by a taxi fare).

- Am I allowed to use technology or applications that are 
accessible with my screenreading software, rather than those 
selected by the business

- Converting documents into alternative formats, such as 
Microsoft Word so my screenreader can access them in full

Have you experienced discrimination in any workplace?

Yes, the discrimination is usually based from lack of awareness 
and experience rather than deliberate exclusion. The one piece 
of advice I would give to other people with disability, is that it 
is not up to you to change the culture of an organisation that 
does not want to change. If the discrimination remains despite 
your best efforts to explain your needs, or if you find yourself in 
a situation where you cannot work in an inclusive environment, 
don’t stay there because you feel compelled to “save them” or 
“they need me”. 

Most organisations I have worked with are fantastic at removing 
discrimination from their practices, policies and the staff have 
been willing to adapt their behaviour to assist me. Only very 
occasionally I have observed that a person may be unaware of 
how their discriminatory actions has had a negative effect. 
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GRACE MILLS (CONTINUED)
Only one organisation has ever made me feel that their 
discrimination of my disability was “my problem”. They made 
little effort to change this behaviour, so I decided to leave. It 
is not an easy decision to leave behind years of work, hours of 
planning and the friendships you had made; but for the sake 
of your happiness you have to know your limits and what you 
consider acceptable. Leaving the organisation was extremely 
difficult, many hours fretting over what I would be leaving 
behind and after shedding many tears, I finally accepted that my 
time there was over. 

I left the organisation even though there were various tactics 
used by them to try to manipulate me to remain silent and 
endure the ongoing discrimination. This was a fantastic lesson 
for me in self-worth, recognising my strength and not settling 
for any type of discrimination which eroded my self-esteem and 
confidence. It was eating away at me from the inside until I took 
the definitive action and left the organisation.

What values or attributes do you look for before 
accepting an employment opportunity? For example, 
specific policies, code of conduct, visual symbols that 
demonstrate inclusion etc. 

I look at a few key points before I make an application or accept 
a role in an organisation, some of which are:

- Does the business allow for flexible working environments?

- Will the business allow me to take part in projects, events and 
propose ideas?

- Will the organisation be willing to learn with me about 
assistive technology, alternative applications, devices/ 
programmes to achieve the outcomes?

- Can the business see me as a valuable team member?

- Will the staff members include me in projects because they 
want to or am I going to be used as a tokenistic gesture?

- Will I be expected to work the same hours as others but not 
be paid because they think I am not worthy or they think I am 
“not allowed” to be paid because I have a disability?

- Will I be invited to take part in team-building activities?

- Does the business have or are in the process of developing an 
access and inclusion plan?

- Does the business care about the impact of their projects, 
reach and those they support?

- Will the organisation be willing to adapt to new technologies, 
ways of thinking and finding a balance between lived 
experience versus university graduates or executives?

- Will the leaders of the organisation prioritise listening to their 
staff?

- Is the organisation more concerned with their impact or how 
their “competition” is going?

What would make you want to stay at a workplace?

I would want to stay at a workplace that is open-minded about 
their business model, can adapt to changing circumstances 
without causing a fuss (i.e. giving up because they cannot be 
bothered to change if necessary) and is willing to make an 
effort in everything they do. I would find it extremely difficult to 
remain in an organisation that is refusing to adapt its practices 
that exclude people, makes excuses as to why they cannot be 
inclusive at every opportunity, and deliberately excludes me due 
to prejudice (i.e.: “you can’t see it so it doesn’t matter”).

What three pieces of advice would you give to a 
workplace looking to include people with disability? 

The three pieces of advice I would give to any organisation 
would be:

1. Be willing to ask questions, starting with “what do you need 
to perform your required tasks effectively?” and “what are 
some of the barriers that we can overcome together?”

2. Be as open minded as possible when issues come up (for 
example, an issue may be that you don’t have the assistive 
technology the employee needs to help them perform the 
task or the employee may have problems with the policies 
and procedures that have been designed for people without 
disability).

3. Don’t be afraid to say “I have absolutely no idea what to 
do, how about we spend some time researching the best 
methods or programmes and find something that is more 
effective?” as this will open up a dialogue for people with 
disability to show you what could be achieved through using 
a different thought process, technology or method and 
encourage collaboration.

What would make you want to contribute your 
knowledge, skills and passions to a workplace?

I would want to contribute to an organisation that has similar 
values to my own, namely a desire to accept people for who 
they are. There is no excuse for making anyone feel they are 
unworthy or that they are “nothing”. If the organisation has a 
genuine belief that they can have a positive impact on the world 
and help promote a caring, happy, generous and inclusive 
world, count me in!

GIFTS OF MY HEAD
What specific knowledge, expertise  

and life experience do you have that  
you can share with others?

- Lived experience of disability
- Organisational skills
- Ability to see multiple perspectives and work out the 

best solution that includes everyone
- Multitasking
- Flexibility
- Positive attitude
- Intelligence
- Ability to work alone or in a team
- Willingness to learn new things
- Willingness to show others how assistive technology 

works 

- Desire to have everyone involved
- Problem-solving skills
- Creativity

GIFTS OF MY HEART 
What is really important to you,  

that you care deeply about?
- Giving people the opportunity to show who they are 

and what they can do
- Trying new things
- Going after what I want
- Believing that I can accomplish something
- Showing patience, particularly with people because 

it can take time to adapt to new environments and 
experiences

- Encouraging people to try new things
- Being optimistic
- Friendliness
- Being consistent with completing tasks
- Honesty and kindness
- Open-mindedness

GIFTS OF MY HANDS 
What things do you know how to do and enjoy?

- Having a balance in my work and personal life 
- Using exercise to keep fit, relieve stress and remain 

focussed
- Excellent touch typing skills
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JOSEPH WEST
In a few sentences, tell us about yourself. 

Just a 21 year old from England looking for work. My interests lie 
in fashion, healthy eating and healthy habits such as exercising.

What are your access requirements to ensure you can be 
included in the workplace? 

The employer's mentality needs to be more accommodating to 
diversity, such as more time to complete tasks.

Would you like to be given the choice to share information 
about your disability? If so, how would you like to share 
information with the workplace?

I would like the choice but I'm very open to people asking me 
what my disability is.

How would employment impact your life?  

It would give me freedom to be able to spend my own money 
without relying on other sources and it would give a routine and  
a sense of meaning.

Are there any assumptions people make about you/your 
disability that employers could avoid?

The employer could see me for what I'm able to achieve instead 
of putting me in a category. For example I did some work 
experience and once I finished I handed my resume to show 
interest in working there again to gain paid employment, and 
the employer said to my face in front of others he would never 
give me a job without a reason why.

Would you require any variations to be made during your 
application process? If so, what would they be? 

Flexibility of time to complete applications and I would prefer 
the application to be done face to face or over the phone i.e. 
psychometric testing or assessments.

Would you require a workplace to make variations to roles 
to ensure you are included? Please give some examples.

I would require a variation to the job design i.e. I would prefer to 
do one task and do it correctly than do several at once and have 
to redo it later. 

When choosing a workplace to accept employment from, 
what are your top three priorities? 

• Whether the travel is do-able i.e. close to home, transit and 
college. 

• Whether it's a good fit. 

• The people and the culture of the employer.

What three pieces of advice would you give to a 
workplace looking to include a person with a disability? 

Look for a person not a condition. Take their differences as 
strengths. Give us a chance to prove ourselves and contribute,  
the results might surprise you.

Is there an organisation or service provider that 
could assist people with disability to be included in a 
workplace? If so, who are they and how can they assist?

Inclusion WA and Ability Centre can help in the job search 
getting employers to take notice of their clients and change an 
employer's perception of people with disability.

What would make you want to contribute your 
knowledge, skills and passions to a workplace?

For people in the workplace to acknowledge that I am quite 
intelligent about specific subjects and for them to give me the 
time of day to experience this.

GIFTS OF MY HEAD
What specific knowledge, expertise  

and life experience do you have that  

you can share with others?

My life experience has taught me to keep going and 

accept help when needed, and when someone gives me  

feedback I take it as constructive criticism.

GIFTS OF MY HEART 
What is really important to you,  

that you care deeply about?

It is important to me that everyone gets a fair go and I 

care about achieving what I have set ahead of me as goals 

and to achieve equality.

GIFTS OF MY HANDS 
What things do you know how to do and enjoy?

The things I know how to do include: telling the 

employer what they want to hear and I am very good at 

communicating with people on a personal level. 

JOSHUA GROVE
In a few sentences, tell us 
about yourself. 

I have an interest in music, art  
and outdoor activities. Being 
outdoor is nice to just see the 
world as well as doing some 
recreational activities to think. 
It's a way to get some of my 
ideas and thoughts down. 
After this, I like to share it 
with some of my friends and 
family. I enjoy listening to 
music to break the silence 
while I do work in general.

What are your access requirements to ensure you can be 
included in the workplace? 

I would like to get myself familiarised with people at the 
workplace, so that I can feel comfortable doing the work.  

Would you like to be given the choice to share information 
about your disability? If so, how would you like to share 
information with the workplace?

Yes, I am quite Okay with sharing about my speech development 
and communication in the workplace.

How would employment impact your life?  

I will feel that I am doing something meaningful in a way that 
contributes to the world around me.

Are there any assumptions people make about you/your 
disability that employers could avoid?

Employers should not assume that I am not a social engaging 
person. I can do the communication, but it will take time for the 
people around to get to know me.

Would you require any variations to be made during your 
application process? If so, what would they be? 

I would like the application process to be more verbal.

Would you require a workplace to make variations to 
roles to ensure you are included? Please give some 
examples.

To begin with tasks that help me familiarise myself with the 
work flow and to utilise verbal capture technology when doing 
written tasks.

When choosing a workplace to accept employment from, 
what are your top three priorities? 

A workshop where I can physically make my ideas. To be able 
to engage with the other employees but also, be supported by 
them. Always having tasks to complete.

What three pieces of advice would you give to a 
workplace looking to include a person with disability? 

Understand where they’re coming from and which area they 
can contribute well in. Allow them to be comfortable in their 
position.

Is there an organisation or service provider that 
could assist people with disability to be included in a 
workplace? If so, who are they and how can they assist?

Spare Parts Puppet Theatre. They look after their volunteers. 
Awards WA can help young people to develop skills for the  
workplace.

What would make you want to contribute your 
knowledge, skills and passions to a workplace?

When the employer is trying to help someone else or  
the wider community.

GIFTS OF MY HEAD
What specific knowledge, expertise  

and life experience do you have that  
you can share with others?

Helping them with providing ideas and problem solving.

GIFTS OF MY HEART 
What is really important to you,  

that you care deeply about?
To be in a community that spends valuable time  

with each other and to have a valued role.

GIFTS OF MY HANDS 
What things do you know how to do and enjoy?

Being able to bring ideas to life, for example  
art/woodwork/odd jobs.
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Job Access & Employment Assistance Fund 
(EAF)
Job Access is the national hub for workplace and employment 
information for people with disability, employers and service 
providers.

Created by the Australian Government, it brings together 
the information and resources that can ‘drive disability 
employment’.

The Australian Government provides funding through the EAF to 
cover the costs of making workplace changes. This can include 
buying equipment, modifications or accessing services for 
people with disability.

Free call: 1800 464 800 
https://www.jobaccess.gov.au/home

People With disabilities WA
PWdWA provides non-legal advocacy to people with disability. 
Advocacy is the process of standing alongside individuals to 
ensure that people are able to speak out, to express their views 
and uphold their rights.

Phone: 08 9420 7279 
Email: info@pwdwa.org

Development Disability WA
Developmental Disability WA is a trusted source of independent 
information, advocacy, education and support for people 
with intellectual and other developmental disability, their 
families and the people who support them. DDWA offers free 
membership to individuals and family members and others who 
have an interest in advancing the rights and needs of people 
with disability.

Phone: 08 9420 7203 
Email: ddwa@ddwa.org.au

National Disability Services (NDS)
NDS is Australia’s peak body for non-government disability 
service organisations, representing over 1180 non-government 
service providers. Collectively, NDS members operate several 
thousand services for Australians with all types of disability.

https://www.nds.org.au/helpdesk

Fair Work Ombudsman
The Fair Work Ombudsman is an independent statutory office. 
Their jurisdiction is set out in the Fair Work Act 2009 and their 
services are free to all workers and employers in Australia.

Fair Work Infoline: 13 13 94 
Fair Work Online: www.fairwork.gov.au

Australian Network on Disability
The Australian Network on Disability is a national, membership 
based, for-purpose organisation that makes it easier for 
organisations to welcome people with disability in all aspects of 
business.

Phone: 1300 363 645 
Email: info@and.org.au

Inclusion WA & Inclusion Solutions
Inclusion WA works alongside people of all ages living with 
a disability or mental illness, who have a National Disability 
Insurance Scheme Plan that contains employment goals. The 
Employment Discovery Service assists individuals to explore 
and develop their skills, talents and interests and helps them to 
discover their employment potential.

Inclusion Solutions works with businesses to create an inclusive 
workplace and bring benefits to their bottom line: improved 
productivity, cohesive teams, increased employee engagement, 
and reduced turnover.

Inclusion Solutions and Inclusion WA will work together with 
businesses to identify potential employment opportunities 
for people with disability and will support both employer and 
employee through the recruitment process. 

Phone: 08 9201 8900 
Email: info@inclusionwa.org.au 
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