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Feedback on draft Inclusive Employment Australia (IEA) Guidelines 
AFDO commends the Department for engaging with Disability Representative Organisations 

and the wider disability community, and for seeking our feedback on the Inclusive 

Employment Australia contract document and guidelines. People with disability must have 

reasonable opportunities to participate in the formulation, development and implementation of 

any disability policy or program. We are pleased to read of the Department’s intention that 

the Guidelines “reflect the lived experiences and insights of the disability community”. 

We note, however, your advice that the Department “previously provided the draft Guidelines 

and Deed with the Letter of Offer to organisations offered Inclusive Employment Australia 

business”. We also note the documents were published on the Department’s website 

(https://www.dss.gov.au/disability-employment-reforms/inclusive-employment-

australia/inclusive-employment-australia-resources) on 22 August 2025 (and remain 

available from that site). Your offer to provide feedback was received on 8 September 2025. 

When, in the future, you seek DRO, community or other feedback, we urge you to do so 

before publicly releasing the documents. 

Documents reviewed (all in Microsoft Word and Adobe PDF formats): 

(a) Inclusive Employment Australia Deed (Deed), and
(b) each of these documents:

(i) Inclusive Employment Australia Guidelines Part A: Administrative Requirements
(Part A)

(ii) Inclusive Employment Australia Guidelines Part B: Servicing Requirements (Part
B)

(iii) National Panel Assessors Guidelines, and
(iv) National Panel of Assessors Program Deed of Standing Offer,
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(collectively “guidelines”). 

1. Overview 

Part A runs to more than 85 pages. Part B has nearly 300 pages. This level of detail may be 

necessary for IEA providers. However, as a result, the draft guidelines are neither accessible, 

nor useful to, nor usable by many people with disability.  

We appreciate that the guidelines have been prepared on the basis that the likely (or perhaps 

only) readers and users of the documents will be staff employed or contracted by IEA 

providers. Even if this is borne out in practice, those staff will need to provide information and 

explain processes in the guidelines to people with disability. They will need to do so in plain 

English, without using jargon or technical language, in ways accessible to each individual. 

That job will be more difficult (and those staff are being set up for failure from the outset) if 

the only resource available to them is the guidelines. We are concerned that IEA staff, in 

complying with the guidelines, will not provide any information not included in the guidelines, 

and will only repeat, word for word, the content of the guidelines, when interacting with and 

providing information to people with disability.  

We are concerned  that the people with disability referred to in the guidelines (and their 

humanity, individuality and intersectional identities) will get lost in the bureaucratic language 

of the guidelines.  

The guidelines are “designed to help provider staff understand the Inclusive Employment 

Australia program policy, system, and processes.” If the guidelines are to have maximum, 

positive effect, and the greatest utility, a clear identification and explanation of the 

philosophical or theoretical model underpinning the program, the expectations of clients or 

job seekers, and the roles and obligations of IEA provider staff and the IEA providers are 

missing from the guidelines.  

The guidelines include some information about the need for providers to be “service user-

focused” and to incorporate lived experience. The guidelines say nothing about the critical 

requirement of IEA providers and their staff understanding the systemic nature of 

employment barriers that people with disability face, and the impact of intersecting 

marginalisation on employment outcomes for people with disability. We are concerned that 

by not including these critical perspectives, providers may default to a medical or charity 
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model of disability, and not a strengths-based or empowering approach included as part of 

the social and human rights models of disability.  

2. Policy commitments vs. published files 

The Deed sets a strong standard, requiring that all electronic information and Deed Materials 

meet Australian Government accessibility standards. Clauses 10.3 and 10.4 explicitly require 

a provider to ensure that the “Services” meet the Commonwealth’s legislative and policy 

obligations with respect to accessibility, including: 

(a) Article 9 of the United Nations “Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities” 
(CRPD) 

(b) “Web Content Accessibility Guidelines” (presumably version 2.0, and not 2.1 or 2.2, 
although this is not clear), with conformance to level “Double A” (WCAG 2.0 AA) 

(c) the Commonwealth’s “Digital Service Standard” (but not the Commonwealth’s “Digital 
Inclusion Standard”, “Digital Access Standard” or “Digital Experience Policy”), and 

(d) the Australian  Human Rights Commission’s “World Wide Web Access: the Disability 
Discrimination Act Advisory Notes” (please also see our important note on these 
advisory notes, in section 3 below). 

Providers must ensure their materials are accessible to people with disability in both digital 

and physical formats. 

In practice, however, the guidelines, as provided to us, do not comply with these 

requirements.  

The PDF formats: 

(a) have not been tagged correctly 
(b) contain inaccessible tables and lists 
(c) lack proper heading hierarchies, and  
(d) in several cases, present non-compliant colour contrast on the front covers where 

decorative shapes overlap text.  
None of the documents currently meets the requirements of WCAG 2.0. for non-HTML 

content. 

Portable Document Format/Universal Accessibility (PDF/UA or ISO 14289-1) is not 

referenced in the Deed, nor in any of the guidelines. PDF/UA is the recognised international 

standard for accessible documents in PDF format. PDF/UA aligns closely with WCAG’s 
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success criteria. We urge the government to require IEA providers to ensure compliance with 

PDF/UA.  

We also urge the government to ensure the guidelines (in PDF format) comply with PDF/UA. 

At a minimum, the guidelines must be remediated to identify clearly (“tag” in the language of 

PDF/UA) the variety of semantic information describing the logical structure and organisation 

of the page content. A tagged PDF is fully navigable by assistive technologies and consistent 

with the accessibility obligations placed on providers. 

We also urge the government to require providers to provide all content in different 

accessible formats.  

Documents that include any process-related material must also have relevant infographics. 

Printable documents should be provided in Microsoft Word format at the same time as PDF 

versions are released. In addition, all content must be provided in alternative format. Options 

include Auslan, Easy Read, large print (18-point customisable), Braille, and audio (podcasts, 

audiobooks, DAISY format). 

3. Important note on DDA Advisory Notes 

The most recent version of the Australian  Human Rights Commission’s “World Wide Web 

Access: the Disability Discrimination Act Advisory Notes” (referenced in clause 10.3 of the 

Deed) is version 4.1. This version was released by the Commission in 2014. 

It is also important to note that: 

(a) WCAG 2.0 was  published in 2008 
(b) WCAG 2.1 was published in 2018 
(c) WCAG 2.2 was launched in 2023, and is the current standard recommended by W3C. 

WCAG 2.2 Level AA is the current Australian standard (even if it is not the standard adopted 

by the Australian government). 

Version 4.1 of the Advisory Note provides no guidance on WCAG 2.2. 

More significantly, the Commission released new guidelines on 20 April 2025 to assist 

organisations to meet their legal obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 

when providing digital products and services – see https://humanrights.gov.au/our-

https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/disability-rights/publications/guidelines-equal-access-digital-goods-and-services
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work/disability-rights/publications/guidelines-equal-access-digital-goods-and-services. The 

new guidelines are titled “Guidelines on equal access to digital goods and services”, and are 

described by the Commission as  

an update of the Australian Human Rights Commission’s 
World Wide Web Access: Disability Discrimination Act 
Advisory Note ver 4.1 (2014). This update builds upon the 
previous versions of the Commission’s Advisory Note to reflect 
changes in technology, its role within society, as well as 
national and international standards and policies that define 
how technology provides equal access for people with 
disability. (our emphasis) 

The government must require IEA providers to comply with: 

(a) the Australian Human Rights Commission’s “Guidelines on equal access to digital 
goods and services”, as updated, revised or replaced from time to time, over the term of 
the contract 

(b) WCAG 2.2 AA, and 
(c) the Commonwealth’s “Digital Experience Policy”, including the “Digital Service 

Standard”, the “Digital Inclusion Standard”, and the “Digital Access Standard” 
We urge the Department to make relevant amendments to clauses 10.3 and 10.4 of the Deed 

to impose these obligations on providers. 

4. Practical accessibility barriers 

From our review of the documents, we identified the following barriers that will prevent or 

hinder people with disability from accessing the documents: 

(a) The coloured decorative shape on the front cover overlaps the title text on the cover, 
reducing text to background contrast, and making the title non-compliant with WCAG 
contrast standards. 

(b) Alternative text is missing or incorrect on decorative icons and figures (for example,  the 
icons used in the Guidelines). 

(c) Headings do not follow a consistent hierarchy. Heading levels skipped. Section titles are 
not mapped as headings. This will break screen reader navigation. 

(d) Tables do not identify “header cells”. Multi-row headers are not associated. Layout 
tables are incorrectly tagged as data tables. 

(e) Reading order and structure is not aways presented in the correct order of the content. 
Content is sometimes announced out of order. Annotations and links are not 
consistently tagged as links. 

https://humanrights.gov.au/our-work/disability-rights/publications/guidelines-equal-access-digital-goods-and-services
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(f) Lists are often styled visually but not programmatically tagged. 
(g) Metadata and bookmarks are inconsistent or missing completely. Tab order does not 

follow the document structure. 

5. Readability 

The language throughout is dense and legalistic, with long sentences and frequent cross-

referencing. This limits comprehension for people with cognitive disability, low literacy, or 

those unfamiliar with government/legal language. When assessed with online readability 

tools, the content sits at an advanced high school to tertiary reading level. We note that 44% 

of Australians (including staff and contractors of IEA providers) read below a Year 10 level. 

To address this, we suggest that (at least) the guidelines are rewritten, using plain English 

principles, shorter sentences, active voice, and summaries framed as “what this means for 

…”. 

Additional aids (for example, flowcharts, glossaries in plain English, and Easy Read versions, 

are likely to significantly improve accessibility and comprehension. 

6. Improving accessibility for people who are blind  

The following general comments are directed specifically to improve readability and 

accessibility for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

6.1. Tahoma font size 11 used for body text 

Recommendation: Use plain and legible sans serif fonts (Arial and Helvetica) in at least 12-

point or larger text size. Avoid excessive use of italic, bold and all-capitals formatting. Avoid 

the use of underlining to emphasise text or headings. Use line spacing of 1.5. 

6.2. Poor contrast impedes readability 

Recommendation: Ensure good colour contrast in all headings, sub-headings, tables and text 

in the body of the document. Ensure foreground and background colours have a minimum 

contrast ratio of 4.5:1 for normal text or 3:1 for large-scale text. Avoid using colour alone to 

convey information particularly in diagrams. 

6.3. Graphics overlap body text  

Recommendation: Use a plain background, with no background images, graphics, print, or 

watermarks overlapping text. 
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6.4. Small, coloured symbols/icons are used to indicate different elements 

Recommendation: Provide descriptive alt-text for images or symbols. Avoid text in images or 

complex images without detailed descriptions. Headings or other text based indicators should 

provide clear information that is consistent for all readers, rather than having to interpret 

symbols throughout the document. 

6.5. Wingdings/symbols used instead of bullet points for lists  

See, for example, Part B Section 13.10 “Record keeping”. 

Recommendation. Use ordered (numbered) lists for sequential content and unordered 

(bulleted) lists for non-sequential items to aid screen-reader navigation. Use true heading and 

list styles (do not simply rely on formatting, e.g. using large, bold font to make text look like a 

heading). 

6.6. Table formatting and labels are inconsistent 

Recommendation: Keep tables simple with no merged or empty cells. Don't use tables for 

layout. Make sure tables always have a header row or column. Break-up complex tables into 

multiple, simple tables where possible. Text in tables must also comply with colour contrast 

ratios. 

7. Document-specific notes 

7.1. Inclusive Employment Australia Deed 

Strength: Clear commitment to accessible delivery and WCAG compliance.  

Format issues:  

• Headings not consistently tagged; annexures and schedules include long sections 

without proper levels. 

• Tables (fees/outcomes) lack explicit headers and scope; some merged cells create 

ambiguous reading for assistive tech. 

• Cross-references and URLs are not consistently tagged as links, reducing 

keyboard/screen reader efficiency. 
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7.2. Inclusive Employment Australia Guidelines – Part A 

Strength: Operational requirements note that materials provided, shared, used, and displayed 

must be accessible, and sites must follow universal design.  

Cover: Decorative shape intersects title area; adjust artwork or title placement to maintain 

minimum contrast. 

Format issues: 

• Decorative graphics lack alt text or are not marked decorative. 

• Lists and sub-lists are visually styled but not semantically tagged. 

• Several tables (records/privacy sections) appear without programmatic headers; some 

sections read out of order. 

7.3. Inclusive Employment Australia Guidelines – Part B 

Strength: Use of icons to signpost “System steps”, “WHS steps”, and “Documentary 

Evidence”.  

Cover: Decorative shape intersects title area; adjust artwork or title placement to maintain 

minimum contrast. 

Format issues: 

• Icons need alt text or should be marked decorative to avoid noise for screen readers. 

• Long, complex tables (e.g., participation requirements, payments, activities) have 

missing header cells and no header associations; some multi-row headers are visually 

apparent but not encoded. 

• Heading levels are occasionally skipped; glossary and process sections would benefit 

from consistent H2–H4 mapping and bookmarks. 

7.4. National Panel of Assessors — Guidelines 

Cover: Decorative shape intersects title area; adjust artwork or title placement to maintain 

minimum contrast. 

Format issues: 

• Headings not consistently applied; several heading-styled paragraphs are plain text. 



  

 

AFDO’S Accessibility Feedback 
Draft Inclusive Employment Australia Guidelines Page 9 of 10 
 

• Data tables (including SWS/WMS-related content) lack programmatic headers; some 

complex tables require IDs/header associations. 

• Decorative elements not marked decorative; occasional image/figure elements lack 

alternative text. 

7.5. National Panel of Assessors — Deed of Standing Offer 

Format issues: 

• Irregular structure tree and heading mapping; annexures read in a non-intuitive order. 

• Links/annotations inconsistently tagged; several lists are untagged. 

• Tables in schedules lack header identification and scope, which will confuse screen 

reader navigation. 

8. Recommendations 

8.1. Remediate PDFs from the Word source files 

Since Word versions are available, remediate the DOCX first using proper heading 

styles, list and table semantics, meaningful link text, and consistent metadata. 

From the remediated Word files, export fully tagged PDFs (with “document structure 

tags for accessibility” enabled) and publish the accessible DOCX alongside them. 

This ensures a single accessible source of truth, reduces remediation workload, and 

ensures that PDFs and Word versions are compliant. 

8.2. Fix cover artwork 

Move titles clear of decorative shapes or adjust colours/opacity so that text contrast 

meets WCAG minimum requirements. 

8.3. Improve clarity and usability 

Provide short summaries at the start of each section: “what this means for 

providers/participants.” 

Add flowcharts for complex processes such as Job Plans, assessments, and 

complaints. 
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8.4. Provide alternative formats 

Alongside the PDFs and Word files, produce Easy Read summaries, audio versions and 

Auslan translations of key sections most relevant to participants. 

8.5. Accessibility quality assurance 

Build accessibility checks into the publishing workflow: run the Microsoft Accessibility 

Checker, manual spot-tests with screen readers, and use accessible Word templates for 

future updates. 

 

 

Matthew Hall 

National Manager – Systemic Advocacy & Policy 
Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO) 
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