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Thank you for the opportunity to m ake a subm ission to the Australian Governm ent’s
Discussion Paper on im proving the em ploym ent participation of people w ith d isability .
AH RI acknow led ges m uch good w ork und ertaken by successive Governm ents over the past
d ecad e in this area, and particularly the ad vances m ad e in the im provement in policy and
d elivery w ith respect to the supply-sid e of the equation; that is, im provem ents to the
m ethod ology and fund ing m od els d esigned to boost the job-read iness of people w ith a
d isability w ho are seeking em ploym ent through the governm ent’s Disability Em ploym ent
Services.
That said , this subm ission w ill take th e supply-sid e m atters largely as read , and leave others
better placed to ad vocate further on their behalf.
This submission w ill concentrate on the d em and -sid e of the equation; nam ely, the role of
em ployers w ith respect to em ploying people w ith a d isability.
That said , let us d isclose at the outset that AH RI’s position on this issue relates not to issues
around corporate social responsibility or good corporate citizenry. AH RI’s position relates to
m atters around increasing the w orkforce talent pool and getting the right person for the
right job at the enterprise level, w hile also boosting Australia’s m ulti-factor prod uctivity at
the national level. There are significant num bers of Australians w ho, d espite a d isability,
perform ad m irably in the w orkforce at all levels from frontline custom er interface to senior
executive. At the m acro level, the prosperity of all Austra lians, businesses includ ed , is at risk
from the ongoing m ulti-factor prod uctivity m alaise. We w ill all gain by contr ibuting to its
im provem ent. That w as a point m ade strongly by the then Fed eral Treasurer Peter Costello
in his w elfare-to-w ork bud get speech of 2005, and it is equally true tod ay. What is also true
is that m ulti-factor prod uctivity has continued to lag over that period w hile at the sam e
tim e, d espite consid erable taxpayer expend iture, there has been little if any im provem ent in
the w orkforce participation levels of people w ith a d isability. The num bers of Australians on
Disability Support Pensions have rem ained around 800,000 to 900,000 d uring that time.

Im proving w orkforce participation is not the silver bullet that w ill fix prod uctivity but it is a
significant contributor, and it need s to be tackled effectively.
AH RI’s basis for entering public d iscussion on this issue is found ed on its w ork w ith respect
to w orkplace diversity and inclusion that includ es research in the areas of gend er equality,
m ature-age em ploym ent and d isability em ployment. In the area of d isability em ploym ent,
the m ost recent stud y of AH RI mem ber perspectives is contained in an August 2011 stud y
titled ‘Recruiting People w ith a Disability: An Employer Perspective’. The stud y can be
view ed on this link:
http:/ / w w w .ahri.com .au/ MMSDocum ents/ profd evelopm ent/ research/ research_papers/ d
isability_em ploym ent_report_w eb.pd f
The questions as set out in the Discussion Paper are apposite and this subm ission w ill focus
on those points.

Barriers
1.1: What are the main barriers faced by people with disability in employment?
Research cond ucted by AH RI indicates three main barriers faced by people w ith disability
seeking em ploym ent and those in em ploym ent.
1. Workplace attitudes: N egative cultural attitud es from the w orkplace at the executive,
line m anagem ent and co-w orker levels are a significant barrier to the recruitm ent
and continuing em ploym ent of people w ith d isability. AH RI’s 2011 m ember survey
(see link above) ind icated that nearly half the respond ents believe there is a
w orkplace perception that a person w ith a d isability w ould (a) not perform as highly
as a person w ithout a d isability and (b) that a person w ith a d isability is high risk
and could be expensive. Only 19% believed that perception ‘a’ d oes not exist at all in
their w orkplace, and 15% that perception ‘b’ d oes not exist. Survey respond ent
com m ents includ ed the follow ing: “It has taken som e significant internal m arketing
effort to gain acceptance for the reasonable adjustm ents required ” and “More
com m unication is need ed from the relevant agencies, and m ore acceptance at a
m anagem ent level”. Som e H R practitioners report having to fight internal cultural
battles to get results and som e conclud e that the fight is t oo hard and too lonely, and
is not w orth the struggle against cultures that are either ind ifferent or intransigent.
One respond ent said that the boss m ad e it clear that it w ould not be w orth his job to
short-list a candid ate w ith a d isability.
2. Aw areness: Of the em ployers in the AH RI stud y that have em ployed a person w ith a
d isability, only a third of those (35%) used a Disability Employm ent Service
provid er. Of those that had never em ployed a person w ith a d isability, m ore than
half (54%) w ere not aw are th at DES services w ere available to them . In ad dition,
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nearly half (46%) had never thought about the possibility of em ploying a person w ith
a d isability so the issue w as not on the organisation’s rad ar. That possibly points to a
larger issue of low general com m unity aw areness d espite successive governm ent
attem pts to raise aw areness. The survey respondents that m ad e com m ents such as
“never heard of it” or “d id n’t know about it”, ind icate that those aw areness
cam paigns have been less than successful. While a sm all num ber of em ployers are
aw are and proactive, a great m any d o not know anything and can see no reason w hy
they should know .
3. Capabilities of some DES providers: A comm on refrain am ong AH RI’s survey
respond ents w hose organisations are looking for suitable candid ates to fill job
vacancies is that they w ant the right person for the right job. They m ay seek out a
d isability em ploym ent provid er in d raw ing up a short-list if they are aw are of those
services, but fund amentally they w ant a person w ho can perform the requirem ents
of the job, and is responsive to continuous im provem ent in the position for the
m ed ium to long term . Em ployers w ant to d eal w ith DES provid ers w ho can talk that
language, and are not interested in sim ply filling a vacancy w ith a job-seeker sim ply
because the provid er has som eone available. So recruitm ent practice capabilities such
as assessing job criteria and job-m atching are critical, and enable the appointm ent of
appropriate candid ates to jobs for w hich they are suited . Inadequacies in that area
lead to reputation al d amage as w ell-m eaning employers becom e im patient w ith tim e
losses and d isappointm ents associated w ith line m anagers and H R practitioners
interview ing inappropriate cand id ates. That is no d ifferent than w ith inappropriate
able-bod ied candid ates being referred by em ploym ent agencies.
There are clearly connections betw een high levels of negative w orkplace attitud es, a general
lack of com m unity aw areness and the business shortcom ings of em ploym ent provid ers.
The challenge is to m ake inroad s into comm unity aw areness so that the w ork of
em ploym ent service provid ers and ad vocates w ithin business are not continuing to w ork in
isolation and against the od d s.

Options for improvement
2.1: What are the practical and workable approaches to make a real improvement to employment
outcomes and workplace equality for people with disability? How would they work?
2.2: Would introducing disability employment disclosure arrangements improve the employment of
people with disability? What are the likely benefits of such arrangements? Should they be voluntary
or mandatory?
2.3: What are the key risks that would need to be addressed?
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From an em ployer perspective, AH RI sees tw o w orkable approaches to make an
im provem ent to em ploym ent outcom es for people w ith a d isability.
1. Reporting on disability employment: Without calling for hard line quotas, w e w ant
the ASX Corporate Governance Council to d o for d isability em ploym ent w hat it’s
d one for gend er equity. While the approach is merely to call for a ‘recomm end ation’
that ASX m em bers report, w e believe that such a light-touch intervention has the
potential to change the gam e. A recom mend ation to report m eans that publicly listed
ASX com panies need to state w hat they’ve d one, if anything, by w ay of d rafting
policies, im plem enting practices or recruiting people from the d isability em ploym ent
cohort of the Australian population. There is no requirem ent to have actually d one
anything but sim ply to report on the basis of “if not, w hy not”. Board s w ould need
to consider m aking the recom m end ed action a KPI for the CEO, an d that action
w ould result in knock-on KPIs d ow n the m anagem ent line. That w ould in turn bring
about a significant change in com pany behaviour. Despite policy enunciations and
interventions to red uce the DSP w elfare burd en and lift the w orkforce participation
of that cohort, the Governm ent’s efforts to d ate have not been able to achieve their
full m easure of benefit w ithout positive and d irect action by the corporate sector
w here, as alw ays, the larger ASX listed com panies set the appropriate preced ents.
Were people in that cohort able to com pete w ithout the prevailing biases that
operate, m any w ould get jobs on their m erits an d boost w orkforce participation,
w hich in turn w ould positively affect total factor prod uctivity at the same tim e as
red ucing Australia’s w elfare burd en. This point is m ore fully argued in
Appendices 1-3.
2. Compliance clause in tendering for government contracts: We support an initiative
proposed by our colleague from the Australian Netw ork on Disability, Suzanne
Colbert, w ith respect to introd ucing a com pliance clause requiring that com panies
tend ering for governm ent contracts show a d egree of policy aw aren ess and
operational progress on d isability em ploym ent. Apparently the practice w orks
effectively in the US and other places and has the potential to contribute tow ard s a
gam e-changer in getting effective em ployer buy-in and ow nership of the disability
em p loym ent policy area. We w ould think it w ould not be a heavily policed initiative
but be enough to provide a ‘nud ge’ to com panies tend ering for contracts to be
m ind ful of the issue and to say enough about it in their tend er applications to be
com pliant.
Both approaches put pressure on com panies to create internal KPIs at strategic levels, and
preferably at the CEO level, in ord er to give effect to the requirem ent and m inimise the risks
to reputation and loss of business opportunities. The intention w ith both is to m ove the issue
into the m ind s of executives w hereas for m ost it is not on the rad ar at all.
Disclosure is not a necessary part of a recom m end ation to report or of a procurem ent
com pliance regime. The proposals sim ply call for a light -touch report on progress at som e
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level; it could be as sim ple as the com pany having d rafted a policy and com m unicating it to
staff so that the com pany is being ‘nud ged’.
For com panies that go the next step and choose to report on their progress w ith the actual
appointm ent of people w ith a d isability, som e type of d isclosure m echanism w ould be
required so that the companies could report, say, that they appointed X num ber of people
w ith a d isability d uring a particular period . That d isclosure regim e w ould not require t he
id entification of em ployees by nam e, level, occupation or d epartm ent , but it m ight includ e
those d etails d epend ing on the com pany policy, the com pany culture, and em ployee
read iness to d isclose.
Culture could be a significant beneficiary of a com pany policy that encourages d isclosure
am ong its em ployees. Because the issue of disability em ploym ent is not w ell canvassed
publicly and is prone to a high level of negative perception, as ind icated earlier, em ployees
w hose disability is not noticeable are very often und erstand ably reluctant to d isclose to cow orkers w ithin the w orkplace that they have a disability, even though their line m anager
and H R d epartm ent m ay be aw are of that fact. A culture that actively encourages d iversity
and inclusion as open com m u nicated policies from the top m ay w ell reap the benefits of a
w orkplace prod uctivity boost that com es not so m uch from a n input-output calculation and
m easurem ent but rather from a significant boost in em ployee engagement and d iscretionary
effort that such a w orkplace culture tend s to generate.
A similar point about culture m ight be m ad e w ith respect to cultures that encourage open
d isclosure of gend er id entification and sexual p reference com pared to w orkplace cultures
that are characterised by conform ity to a m onoculture, either stated or unstated . The latter
m ake d isclosure im possible for other than the very brave em ployee and also lim it a flexible
custom er interface and consequent grow th of m arket possibilities and untapped areas of
earnings and profitability.
Risks of d isclosure are therefore real for em ployees, d epend ing on com pany cultures.

Disclosure
2.4: How are disclosure issues best resolved? What would better practice look like?
2.5: How are disclosure and privacy issues best addressed?
2.6: What are the barriers to a person disclosing that they have a disability to their employer?

Respond ents to the AH RI stud y m ad e it clear that they put a high value on candid ates w ith
a d isability making full disclosure of all m atters that pertain to the performance of the role
for w hich they are seeking em ploym ent.
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Many AH RI respond ents express anger and d isappointm ent if the com pany they w ork for
has been misled as to a person’s disability only to find later that w hat has not been disclosed
is m aterial to perform ance.
Com petent em ployment service provid ers know tha t to w in the trust of em ployers
d isclosure of pertinent d isabilities is critical. Em ployers w ill hire other people w ith a
d isability through a provid er than proves trustw orthy, and ad equate d isclosure is a
significant part of that.
For that reason, a capacity for provid ers to establish relationships w ith employers is critical
to build ing the trust that ensures repeat business. If a provid er know s that the structures
im ped e d evelopm ent of relationships w ith em ployers and that repeat business is therefore
unlikely, the tem ptation to attem pt unsuitable placem ents of job-seeker clients is strong.
For reasons stated earlier w ith respect to negative perception and m ind sets, it is
und erstand able that a job-seeker candid ate w ith a d isability that is not apparent w ould
d ecid e not to d isclose the d isability if presenting solo to an em ployer. While there are m any
cases in w hich those appointm ents are very successful (see Append ix 3 for the case of Bill
Moss), those appointm ents also run the risk of turning sour if an em ployee cannot perform
ad equately becau se of the em ergence of a d isability that is m aterial to perform ance.
Best practice in this area of d isclosure relies on trust and openness on both sid es - em ployer
and em ployee - as it d oes w ith able-bod ied em ployees w ho have gaps in their skills,
know led ge or attitud e that affect w orkplace perform ance. Rem edies typically require openly
stating the facts and provid ing intervention through training or coaching to lift perform ance
to an acceptable level. As the stronger party, the onus is on the em ployer to take the
initiative in creating an appropriate level of trust. Failure to d o so increases the likelihood of
unsuitable appointm ents w ith respect to people w ith a disability , as w ith able-bod ied
people.

Reporting on disability employment
2.7: What would be the most practical way for employers to report on disability employment?
2.8: What would be the most suitable definition of ‘disability’ for the purpose of disability
employment disclosure arrangements designed to encourage employers to hire more people with
disability?
Given that w hat AH RI is proposing in its approach on reporting to the ASX Corporate
Governance Council is a light-touch approach, the m od els for reporting w ill best be left up
to the organisation d oing the reporting. A strict form a t or uniform tem plate w ould be
counter-prod uctive at this stage and give voice to com plaints of unnecessarily burd ensom e
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regulation. It is enough that the approach creates m ind fulness sufficiently com pelling to
lead to organisational KPIs.
The Australian p ublic service reports a d eclining proportion of people w ith a d isability
am ong its w orkforce, about w hich it expresses em barrassm ent. H ow ever, it also reports a
high level of non -d isclosure of d isabilities am ong its w orkforce that is not reflected in its
reporting on num bers. The APS m ight look to issues of culture w ithin the service, as
m entioned earlier, that m ight be leading to em ployee reluctance to d isclose. The
d evelopm ent of a m ore open and trusting culture m ight enable greater voluntary d isclosure,
if ind eed the APS is correct in its jud gem ent about the extent of non-d isclosure.
In ord er for reporting to be m eaningful, som e sort of verifiable boundary need s to be placed
on the m eaning of the w ord ‘d isability’, and the existing d efinition in the Disability
Discrim ination A ct 1992 is a useful w orking d efinition. It covers a m ixture of longevity
(tem poral or perm anent), d egrees of restriction or lim itation, and physical or m ental factors,
am ong others, but also sets lim its.
If there is too w id e a d efinition, the term risks losing all m eaning and roughly anyone can fit
w ithin it. There is some truth in this AH RI blog com m ent on the subject recently: “I have yet
to m eet a ‘norm al’ person w ho is totally able”. While that m ight serve as a rem ind er that w e
are not equally ‘able’ to d o all things, and is true to that extent, it is to stretch too long a bow
to conclud e that those flaw s w ith respect to ability can be equated to a genuine d isability.

Disclosure and reporting
A disclosure framework for the employment of people with disability could consider information
such as:
1. the number of employees with disability
2. seniority of employees with disability (subject to some privacy considerations)
3. mechanisms to support employees with disability
4. consultation undertaken with employees on issues affecting workers with disability.
2.9: Do information areas outlined above cover the right information or is there other information
that could or should be sought from employers?
The type of inform ation set out here could run the risk in a sm all organisation of revealing
or ‘outing’ a person w ith a d isability w ho chose not to d isclose and should therefore expect
protection from d isclosure by stealth. H ow ever, the AH RI proposal at this stage extend s to
reporting by ASX m em ber com panies, few of w hich are so small as to enable id entification
of individ uals by num bers as set out here.
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That said , the inform ation could be instructive to the com pany and to the w orld at large.
Reporting on the seniority of em ployees w ith a disability, for exam ple, could if senior people
d isclose, be a very useful w ay to break d ow n the stereotype that only low -level em ployees
have a disability.

If your office w ishes to contact AH RI further, please d o so in the first instance through the
N ational Manager, Governm ent and Med ia Relations, Paul Begley, on 03 9918 9232 or 0402
897 884 or em ail paul.begley@ahri.com .au

Peter Wilson AM
Chairman

Lyn Goodear
Chief Executive Officer
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Appendix 1
This is a link to and the text of an AFR article on disability employment from (former)
AHRI CEO Serge Sardo.
http://afr.com/p/national/work_space/ignorance_becomes_its_own_disability_6FGsa
8vs8N0F8GgWn5uW1J

Ignorance becomes its own disability in hiring
PUBLISHED: 27 Jun 2012 00:02:40 | The Australian Financial Review

Serge Sardo
There are plenty of reasons to be wary of advocating mandatory reporting on employment
targets that favour minority groups.
For one, mandatory reporting spawns yet another regulatory regime. Another is that, as a
form of affirmative action, it can often lead to real or perceived cases of unfairness and
injustice. And a third: it tends to create waves of public cynicism, backlash and sometimes
envy.
Turn your mind for a moment to the acrimony caused by affirmative action campaigns of
recent years in gender equity and indigenous affairs. Light-skinned Aboriginal people were
alleged to have used their ethnicity to gain supposedly lucrative jobs, and talented women
have been subject to continual innuendo and name-calling as token appointees after winning
a rare executive promotion or a board position.
Merit should prevail, so the argument goes, forgetting that for years merit was not a factor in
the persistent exclusion of those from society’s out-groups.
I dare say that many long-standing board directors might get a little nervous if the merit meter
was passed over their appointments in years past.
That said, I believe the evidence is now building which supports the introduction of
mandatory reporting for the employment of Australians with a disability, mindful that it is not
wise to use the legislative stick lightly.
I do believe, however, that we can mirror a few of the things that are happening in the gender
equity arena. The recently passed Workplace Gender Equality Act 2012 will add to the
obligations of employers to report on gender equality indicators. And last year the ASX
imposed a number of new diversity reporting requirements on listed companies; however, the
only mandatory reporting requirement applies to progress on gender diversity.
A look at the history of diversity in disability employment over the past decade is a sobering
experience. I’m talking about the time since the Costello “welfare-to-work” budget, when
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governments began to put significant taxpayer money into boosting the participation of those
Australians with a disability who were willing and able to work but who could not get into
the workforce.
The main argument for moving in that direction has been the lagging total factor productivity
number which could be improved by moving more Australians from disability support
pensions into jobs. Other reasons include the social inclusion agenda of the present
government, culminating in the Prime Minister’s Australia Day speech this year on the
dignity of work.
Yet despite all the bipartisan goodwill, the now billions of dollars invested in the issue, and
all the excellent work done in improving the job readiness of candidates, the number of
Australians with a disability who are not able to get a job has remained roughly unchanged
for the last decade at around 800,000. A Council of Australian Governments (COAG) report
released a few weeks ago confirms this is still the case.
Last year PricewaterhouseCoopers released a report showing that people with disabilities
living in Australia have the poorest quality of life in the developed world. We rank 27th out
of 27 countries in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).
At a time when Australia has record low unemployment and we are rightly proud of being the
envy of the world during hard economic times, this OECD ranking is a blight on our selfimage and our international reputation, and might go some way to explain why our
productivity continues to dog the economy despite all the other signs of strength.
When the Grattan Institute reported recently on improving Australia’s productivity, it cited
only the increased participation of single mothers and the mature aged workforce as having a
significant impact.
About four million people (nearly one in five Australians) have a disability and there are a
further 2.6 million carers. These two groups continue to face substantial barriers to full
participation in society (according to the COAG report). It surprises me to see that these
groups are not being discussed as a priority in our productivity debates.
At a personal level, it’s widely accepted that having a job is one of the best ways to improve
the quality of a person’s life.
Stella Young regards herself as one of the lucky ones: she was from a rural community and
was not placed in a special school when she was young. Instead she gained academic, rather
than “life”, skills. That enabled her to get a university degree and a well-paid job.
Here is Stella: “People with disabilities are unemployed for a variety of reasons, namely a
lack of access to education, the built environment, personal support and equipment.”
To her list I would add one more: the widespread reluctance of employers to employ a person
with a disability. We recently surveyed our 20,000 HR practitioner members and asked a
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question about where their organisation would prefer to source labour if they were limited to
choosing from one of five target groups.
The results showed that 49 per cent would choose mature-aged Australians, 26 per cent
skilled immigrants, 13 per cent young Australians, but only 7 per cent would choose
respectively from the groups of Australians from indigenous backgrounds or Australians with
a disability.
In light of these survey results it’s no surprise that our members who identify themselves as
advocates for people with disability within their own organisations also tell us that it’s a hard
sell.
There is no public groundswell that they can call on such as we see with gender equity, for
example. If they propose short-listing a person with a disability during a recruitment exercise,
they risk earning the rancour of the line manager for proposing such a person and the
resentment of everyone else if an appointment is made which doesn’t work out.
There are many reasons why an appointment might not work out, and it may not be because
the person who gets the job is not willing and able to perform. Those of us in employment
need adequate resources to perform to our optimum and people with a disability are no
different.
That is especially the case with the speed of technological change. We all need to keep up to
date and to be trained. Yet despite an excellent and well-funded support system from
government to enable the smooth appointment of people with disabilities, many employers
tell us they are not aware of uncapped assistance that will fully fund employers for costs
incurred in making workplace adjustments, purchasing specialist technology, conducting
inductions and providing ongoing training, among other things.
I would like to think there is room for hope that things are changing, but change will need to
involve employers taking ownership of the agenda, and from where I’m sitting that’s a long
time coming.
My clear preference is for employers to voluntarily take it upon themselves to set targets for
giving jobs to people with disabilities, and to set performance indicators for managers to
make it happen, especially if those KPIs involve rewards through bonuses. Some good
employers are already doing that.
A game-changer needs to happen to get disability employment on employers’ radar and the
game-changer most likely to work looks like being the legislative imposition of mandatory
reporting on targets – otherwise I can see myself writing the same article in 2020.
Serge Sardo is chief executive of the Australian Human Resources Institute and a member of
the Australian government’s reference group on disability employment services.
The Australian Financial Review
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Appendix 2
This is a link to and the text of a blog post from AHRI CEO Lyn Goodear.
http://blog.ahri.com.au/workforce-diversity/why-the-fuss-over-disability-employment/

Why the fuss over disability employment?
Posted on December 12, 2012 by Lyn Goodear

Readers of the Australian Financial Review might have noticed over the past few weeks a
number of articles on the subject of disability employment that make reference to AHRI.
Let me give you a brief background. Back in August AHRI joined with the Australian
Disability Discrimination Commissioner, Graeme Innes, and the Employment and Workplace
Relations Minister, Bill Shorten, in calling on the ASX Corporate Governance Council to
recommend that ASX listed companies report annually on what their members are doing
about employing Australians with a disability.
We did not call for hard-line quotas. Rather we asked the ASX Governance Council to do for
disability employment what it’s done for gender equity. While our approach is merely a call
for a ‘recommendation’ to report, we believe that such a light-touch intervention has the
potential to change the game.
This is why: A recommendation to report means that publicly listed ASX companies need to
state what they’ve done, if anything, by way of drafting policies, implementing practices or
recruiting people from the disability employment cohort of the Australian population. There
is no requirement to have done anything but there is a requirement to report on the basis of “if
not, why not”. Boards would need to consider making the recommended action a KPI for the
CEO, an action that would result in knock-on KPIs down the management line.
That would in turn bring about a significant change in company behaviour. At AHRI we have
the benefit of member responses to surveys we conducted in 2008 and 2011 on this issue, so
we have access to data that reveals most organisations are unaware of the imperatives that
relate to disability and employment, and to put it crudely, most organisations don’t want to
know and see no reason why the matter should bother them.
So what are those imperatives? And why should business bother with them?
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I’d like to answer the first of those questions by stating that simply being a good corporate
citizen is not one of the imperatives. I hasten to add that contributing positively to the society
of which a business enterprise is part, is undoubtedly the right thing to do and may also be
good for business. But it’s not the chief reason for AHRI’s involvement in the area.
The central issue that has driven our engagement goes back to 2004 when the Treasurer Peter
Costello delivered a speech notable for one dominant theme: ‘welfare-to work’. Its pivotal
message was that national prosperity was suffering from a productivity malaise, the genesis
of which was a two-part problem. The first part was that a large proportion of the population
who could be active participants in the workforce were not working. That contributed to a
significant loss of potential revenue through uncollectable tax receipts. It also negatively
affected total factor productivity and was harmful to the national economy. The second part
was that a considerable number of those Australians, around 800,000 in round numbers, were
drawing disability support pensions (DSPs) from the Australian welfare system. That number
consisted of Australians who suffered from a permanent or temporary disability but were
officially looking for work. In summary, the issue was identified by the then Treasurer as an
economic problem that was deemed worthy of its own budget theme.
It’s now nine years after that Costello budget and 2013 is now almost upon us. So what‘s
happened in the interim? The short answer is nothing. Australians who collect DSPs and are
looking for work still number in the magnitude of 800,000+, significantly more than the
637,000 on unemployment benefits. Around $9.5 billion is spent by government on DSPs
each year and billions more are spent on government-funded disability support services
designed to get participants ‘job-ready’. In 2004 around 68,000 people enrolled in those
services. At last count this year, 170,000 participated. That looks like success of sorts. But
the test of success finally is moving people from DSPs into jobs, and that largely continues
not to happen. So the stoppers are not government inactivity or lacklustre motivation of jobseekers. The stopper is employer engagement, a conclusion our research confirms. Through
no fault of their own, employers with a few exceptions are either unaware of the issue or
regard it as none of their business.
AHRI is of the view that it’s the business of everyone and in that we are in agreement with
the likes of the Business Council of Australia and others, including former Future Fund
chairman David Murray who drove the point home on the ABC’s 7.30 Report recently.
Murray identified the two-part malaise I’ve just described and called it the slippery road on
which Greece now sits. There may be a touch of overreach in that comparison but it’s an
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indication of the seriousness with which the matter appears to be viewed in some high-level
business quarters.
We will persist in our approach to the ASX Corporate Governance Council and I will keep
you posted.
I would also appreciate any feedback from readers.
Lyn Goodear is the chief executive officer of the Australian Human Resources Institute and a
member of the Employment Participation Minister’s Disability Employment Services
Reference Group.
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Appendix 3
This is the text of a letter to the ASX Corporate Governance Council from AHRI’s
Peter Wilson.
10 December 2012
Alan Cameron AO
Chairman
ASX Corporate Governance Council
Exchange Centre
20 Bridge Street
SYDNEY NSW 2000
RE: Disability Employment and ASX Reporting

Dear Mr Cameron
I refer to our letter of 31 August and your response of 28 November, in which we were copied, to the letter of the Hon
Bill Shorten and the Hon Kate Ellis.
Those letters dealt with a proposal for mandatory reporting by ASX listed companies on the matter of employing
Australians with a disability.
I note the point you make in your letter on gender diversity and reporting, and commend the ASX for the contribution
it has made in that regard. While there is still a way to go in boosting the proportion of women on boards and in senior
management roles, the ASX intervention has already made a difference and there are sound reasons to think that
further gains will benefit the competitive advantage of organisations that engage on the issue.
I note also the point made in your letter about the limits to the power of your Council to “require” ASX listed entities
to report on anything. I accept that your power is limited to recommending a reporting regimen, and can understand
why you interpreted our general request that reporting on targets be mandated as a request for it to be a requirement.
To state our position more clearly, AHRI would be happy for the Council to “recommend” on an “if not, why not”
basis that listed entities comply with a reporting regimen. That would achieve two positive outcomes. First, as a
recommendation on which other companies would be likely to report positively, a board would need to consider
whether the item should be added to the KPIs for its own chief executive. To the extent that happens, the issue would
have knock-on effects down the management line, and so the second outcome would be achieved in that management
would have to become mindful when formulating the organisation’s recruitment and retention policies and practices
that reporting on disability employment in some form will be a requirement, even if it amounts to reporting that
nothing has been implemented or achieved. Mindfulness would be a significant move forward because our members
inform us that the matter is not on the radar in any form for most companies. Mindfulness also leads to measurement
and things that get measured, as most of us know, tend to get done.
While taking your point that disability employment is not directly comparable as a governance issue with gender
equity, it has governance implications to the extent that CEOs are given KPIs. And while there is not comparable
research on the loss to business capability and economic performance with respect to disability employment as there is
with gender equity, there is an abundance of anecdotal evidence of unconscious and conscious bias that leads to loss
of opportunity and potentially to business competitiveness. The story of Bill Moss is a notable case in point. Having
retired with $40 million in hand as head of the real estate and banking division at Macquarie Bank, Moss’s highly
successful career may never have made a start had he revealed when appointed that he suffered from a serious
degenerative disability since childhood. The point is that while there are a great many of the 4 million Australians
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with a disability who cannot work, there are very many who are willing and able to do so. At the last count
approximately 170,000 of the latter actively participate in the federal government’s disability employment services
designed to assist them to get a job. The government also assists, by way of a substantial funding model, companies
that employ Australians with a disability who require workplace adjustments or training to operate productively.
At the same time, the government spends around $9.5 billion each year on a growing cohort of around 800,000
Australians who draw welfare through disability support pensions. These are people who have a temporary or
permanent disability and have the potential to work, but in many cases have given up trying after successive
disappointments in trying to get a foot in the employment door. That cohort presently outnumbers Australians on
unemployment benefits.
It is regrettable that Australia’s total factor productivity has remained steadfastly poor for around a decade. Over the
same period, the number of Australians drawing DSPs has remained constant at around 800,000. Despite policy
enunciations and interventions to reduce the DSP welfare burden and lift the workforce participation of that cohort,
the Government’s efforts cannot achieve their full measure of benefit without positive and direct action by the
corporate sector where, as always, the larger ASX listed companies set the appropriate precedents. Were people in
that cohort able to compete without the prevailing biases that operate, many would get jobs on their merits and boost
workforce participation, which in turn would positively affect total factor productivity at the same time as reducing
Australia’s welfare burden. As the issue affects national prosperity, it becomes an economic and business imperative,
not just a social inclusion question. This point was made forcefully by David Murray in a recent interview on 7.30
Report in which he advanced a scenario that foresaw a continuance of this malaise putting Australia onto the slippery
road on which Greece is unhappily travelling. While that projection may be a bridge too far, Murray advanced it
seriously.
Although it could legitimately be argued that public awareness of the disability employment issue is not what it could
be, fundamentally the stopper has been and continues to be ignorance, indifference or reluctance to acknowledge the
problem by employers. Given the failure of other interventions, the likely future options are quotas imposed by law or
the lighter touch of recommending reporting by ASX listed entities in the first instance. AHRI members do not favour
the imposition of quotas but see that coming as necessary if a game-changer cannot be found.
In summary, we see the game-changer being a recommendation by your Council that ASX listed entities report on
disability employment as that light-touch intervention would be sufficient to trigger chief executive KPIs.
I would be pleased to discuss this proposal further at your convenience.
Yours sincerely

Peter Wilson AM
Chairman
Australian Human Resources Institute
Cc:

The Hon Bill Shorten MP, Minister for Employment and Workplace Relations
The Hon Kate Ellis MP, Minister for Employment Participation
Graeme Innes AO, Disability Discrimination Commissioner
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