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Language used in this document 
AFDO has chosen to use person-first language (like "people with disability") in this 

document.  Person-first language puts the person before the disability and values the 

individual by seeing them as a person, not a condition. This aligns with the CRPD and 

matches the language used by all governments in Australia. Most other Australian 

disability peaks also use person-first language. 

We recognise many people with disability prefer identity-first language. Disability is a part 

of their identity and shows a connection to their community and pride in disability. Views on 

language reflect people's identities, experiences of disability, and community attitudes. It is 

a matter of individual choice and agency. AFDO respects everyone's right to choose how 

to describe their identity and experiences.  



 

Page 5 of 33 
Shaping the Future of Employment Services –Submission to DEWR, July 2026 

About AFDO 
Since 2003, the Australian Federation of Disability Organisations (AFDO) has been the 

pre-eminent national peak for people with disability, championing their rights through our 

extensive member organisation network uniquely representing both disability-specific and 

cross-disability population-based communities with a reach of over 4.5 million Australians.  

We are, firstly, a Disabled People’s Organisation (DPO), led, governed, and predominantly 

staffed by people with disability. We are also a Disability Representative Organisation 

(DRO) funded by the Australian government. Our member organisations are national 

disability-specific peak bodies, other disability-specific advocacy and support 

organisations, and population based disabled people's organisations. This ensures that 

our work is informed by lived expertise and experience, truly representing our 

communities.  

AFDO is a strong, trusted voice for the disability sector. We advocate on national policy, 

inquiries, and initiatives with the Federal and state and territory governments. We work to 

build a community where people with disability: 

• have real participation in community life 

• can build respectful, valued relationships 

• participate socially and economically, and 

• contribute as valued citizens. 

 

Our vision 

All people with disability can take part equally in all aspects of social, economic, political, 

and cultural life. 

Our mission 

Using the strength of our member organisations to harness the collective power of uniting 

people with disability to change society into a community where everyone is equal. 

Our strategic objectives 

• To represent the interests and united voice of our members and people with disability 

at a national and international level in all relevant forums. 

• To build the capacity, profile, reputation, and sustainability of AFDO through the 

strength of our member organisations. 
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• To enhance the connection and influence in international disability initiatives by 

policy, advocacy, and engagement, focused on the Asia Pacific region. 

Our members 

AFDO’s member organisations contribute to the national policy agenda and address 

issues that impact the lives of people with disability in Australia. We understand that 

disability-specific organisations play a key role in the provision of information and peer 

support to people with disability and their families. This role keeps them closely connected 

to their grassroots communities. Each community has its peak organisation that uses its 

voice to advocate on issues. 

Information about AFDO’s members can be found on our website. 

 

Every Australian Counts 

AFDO has been involved in Every Australian Counts since the beginning of the grassroots 

campaign that successfully advocated for the introduction of the NDIS. 

AFDO continues to support Every Australian Counts by auspicing the campaign, holding a 

position on the Steering Committee, and providing administrative, governance, marketing 

and communications support. 

More information about Every Australian Counts, including its current priorities and 

activities, is available on the Every Australian Counts website. 

 

Australian Consumers & Carers Mental Health Forum 

The Australian Consumers and Carers Mental Health Forum (Forum) is a national initiative 

that brings together consumer and carer perspectives to develop shared positions on 

mental health, suicide prevention and psychosocial disability reform. The Forum supports 

stronger connections between mental health and disability policy and promotes 

collaboration across a diversity of lived experience communities. 

AFDO supports the Forum by providing administrative, coordination and organisational 

support as well as holding a position on its Steering Committee. More information is 

available on the AFDO website. 

  

https://www.everyaustraliancounts.com.au/
https://afdo.org.au/our-work/accmhf/
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Recommendations 
Recommendation 1: Ensure the design of the new Workforce Australia model is aligned 

with, and cognoscente of other Australian government strategies, specifically Australia’s 

workforce strategy, technological strategies and broader reforms, including disability and 

mental health reforms.  

Recommendation 2: The new Workforce Australia model should be complementary and 

consistent with the design, principles, processes, systems and infrastructure of Inclusive 

Employment Australia.  

Recommendation 3: Participants’ voice should be considered within streaming decisions, 

in addition to assessment criteria.  

Recommendation 4: Reconsider how Stream 2 and 3 are delivered, with IEA to be used 

as a guide to ensure continuity of support.  

Recommendation 5: Ensure that there is a clear pathway to choose IEA support if 

participants and/or assessors identify that this is a better fit for the participant. 

Recommendation 6: Ensure consistency across the Australian government in the 

definition of functional capacity and assessment principles.  

Recommendation 7: Improve understanding of how Workforce Australia works with clear, 

transparent information for participants (plain English and accessible formats) prior to the 

assessment.    

Recommendation 8: Provide participants with an assessment summary to increase 

transparency of decisions. 

Recommendation 9: Explore new assessment models that are participatory, such as 

‘discovery conversations’ that assess functional capacity, employment aspirations and 

workplace success factors.  

Recommendation 10: Employment Plans should be person-centred, goal-oriented and 

action focused, with both participant and provider accountabilities. 

Recommendation 11: Rethink mutual obligations, with clear, proportionate, flexible and 

goal relevant activities across all streams.  



 

Page 8 of 33 
Shaping the Future of Employment Services –Submission to DEWR, July 2026 

Recommendation 12: Activate existing levers available to government, including 

partnerships with private recruiters to increase business reach and employment pathways. 

Recommendation 13: Invest in employer capability models, including for small and 

medium sized businesses, to build confidence and readiness.  

Recommendation 14: Consider specialisation within future tendering to enable industry 

relevant matching.  

Recommendations 15: Discontinue the job portal, noting low take-up and existence of 

other commercial options used by Australian businesses.  

Recommendation 16: The system should reward: 

• sustainability of placement (highest incentive paid when 12 months of employment has 

been reached) 

• progression for people who have experienced entrenched unemployment to 

incentivise working with this group  

• outcomes that are clearly linked to participant goals and proactive efforts to support 

employment sustainability (early intervention support, workplace adjustment reviews 

etc).  

Recommendation 17: Performance measures should consider quality of service delivery, 

including participant engagement and satisfaction, employer satisfaction and quality of 

vocational planning, building on the IEA Performance Framework. 

Recommendation 18: Must establish: 

• advisory boards that include people with lived experience, including of disability, to 

oversee the implementation and make recommendations to policymakers 

• mandatory co-design workshops involving people with disability in service design 

and key decision making processes 

• feedback mechanisms that regularly consult participants throughout the program’s 

rollout, ensuring their voices are central to continuous program improvement. 

Recommendation 19: DEWR must publish disaggregated disability type data to uphold 

transparency. 

Recommendation 20: DEWR to collect data and other evidence, analyse, and report 

publicly, on the implementation of the reform, including unmet needs, unintended impacts, 
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increased or additional risks to particularly vulnerable cohorts, including people with 

disability. Reporting must be regular, consistent and transparent.  

Recommendation 21: DEWR to make changes to the new Workforce Australia model 

that are necessary, based on this reporting process, particularly where participants are 

placed at risk. 

Recommendation 22: Flexibility should extend to performance metrics, allowing providers 

with varying business models to succeed without one-size-fits-all. 
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Background 
In this submission, we share the experiences of people with disability and their aspirations 

for a more supportive employment services model. These experiences have been 

collected over the last four years from our member organisations, AFDO’s engagement 

channels (including via social media) and our 2024 Employment Survey, where 

participants shared their insights about employment services (formerly Disability 

Employment Services, Workforce Australia and employment support via the NDIS).  

The recommendations in this submission build on AFDO’s previous recommendations, 

made through submissions and subsequent consultations, regarding the design of 

Inclusive Employment Australia (IEA) and reforms to the National Disability Insurance 

Scheme (NDIS). In our view, IEA and the new Workforce Australia should operate as 

aligned and interconnected systems, adopting, wherever possible, consistent principles, 

design features and infrastructure. 

The following submission provides high level considerations in response to the Discussion 

Paper, with a focus on areas that we know to be important to people with disability and 

where AFDO holds relevant knowledge and insights. These considerations are not an 

exhaustive list and we recommend that the Department consider the feedback of our 

members and of other Disability Representative Organisations. 

The new Workforce Australia model must be nested 
within broader strategies to ensure it is relevant and fit 
for purpose 
AFDO welcomes the reform of Workforce Australia and the recognition that the current 

system is failing some of Australia’s most vulnerable people. The proposed focus on giving 

participants greater choice and control over their employment journey, reviewing mutual 

obligations, and redesigning incentives to reward meaningful and sustainable employment 

outcomes provides a promising foundation for reform. 

This reform sits against a backdrop of unprecedented technological change, with 

significant workforce disruption predicted over the next ten years, driven by increased 

technological capability, automation and machine learning. There is uncertainty about what 
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2030 will look like. However it is clear that there will be a profound impact on people who 

work in what are perceived as low value, automatable roles. The number of people who 

are likely to need support from a new Workforce Australia will be significantly greater than 

what has been projected, with the Discussion Paper failing to reference this pending cliff. 

The Discussion Paper fails to integrate planning for this reform with other key Australian 

government strategies, including the recently released Australian Government AI and 
Employment in Australia Report and Australia’s National Workforce Strategy 2022-
27 and disability specific reform, such as proposed changes to the NDIS. This runs the 

risk of designing a system that will be at best out of touch, and at worst obsolete, before it 

even begins.   

Recommendation 1: Ensure the design of the new Workforce Australia model is aligned 

with, and cognoscente of other Australian government strategies, specifically Australia’s 

workforce strategy, technological strategies and broader reforms, including disability and 

mental health reforms. 

 

We shouldn’t start from scratch: using IEA as the base 
model  
Significant consultation has been undertaken over the last two years to design the new 

IEA model and work continues to design the performance framework and assessment of 

participant experience.  

Noting the significant investment of time and expertise shared to date, AFDO recommends 

that the IEA model guide the design, principles, processes, systems and infrastructure of 

the new Workforce Australia.  

While the cohorts between the two systems differ, the wrap-around and capacity building 

support required of Stream 2 and 3 participants have enough similarities to warrant a 

similar approach. Starting with a more intensive model design that can be pared back for 

people requiring less support makes sense, rather than starting with low touch 

interventions and building on top.    

https://www.dewr.gov.au/workplace-relations/announcements/ai-and-employment-australia-report
https://www.dewr.gov.au/workplace-relations/announcements/ai-and-employment-australia-report
https://apo.org.au/node/317261
https://apo.org.au/node/317261
https://d.docs.live.net/b4a11ca5a7781e31/Clients/AFDO/Workforce%20Australia%20Reforms/National%20Disability%20Insurance%20Scheme%20Amendment%20(Securing%20the%20NDIS%20for%20Future%20Generations)%20Bill%202026%20%E2%80%93%20Submission%20to%20the%20Senate%20Community%20Affairs%20Legislation%20Committee%20%E2%80%93%20Word%20Version
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Recommendation 2: The new Workforce Australia model should be complementary and 

consistent with the design, principles, processes, systems and infrastructure of Inclusive 

Employment Australia. 

 

Workforce Australia Streams – how should these be decided? 

AFDO recommends that each participant should have a say about the stream that is most 

likely to be suitable, noting that Stream 1 is light touch and will not suit many participants 

with disability.   

Stream 1 

Online services (Stream 1) can be an effective pathway for people with disability who have 

recent paid work experience in the open labour market; are familiar and confident in 

preparing and updating their own CVs and job applications; and whose conditions and 

home circumstances are stable, and likely to stay that way in the medium term. Self-

pacing to look for and apply for jobs suit some people with disability, such as people with 

anxiety, who report feeling more in control of the process.  

Stream 1 requires participants to have moderate to high levels of digital literacy and 

confidence navigating government services. This Stream can work for participants who 

advise that they require very little workplace adjustments, limited ongoing support and 

confidence to navigate new employment independently.  

Noting this, it is critical that streaming is not guided by disability diagnosis alone – this 

must be cognoscente of the participant’s full circumstances and their own assessment of 

the extent of support they need to enter the labour market (refer to section on 

Assessment).  

While some people with disability appear labour market ready, assessment tools must be 

able to discern a number of factors (previous labour market experience, identified barriers 

to participation, housing and financial stability, digital literacy, confidence to navigate 

labour market, skills and training needs and so on). It is essential that people are not 

steered to Stream 1 as a cost cutting exercise.  
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Stream 2 and Stream 3 

"{I} Can't even get on the first rung as schooling badly disrupted - told to leave State 

and private systems (yes illegal but...) so nearly 18 without even Yr 10. Falling thru 

cracks for getting Yr11-12 in near future. Our area has no one supporting our 

disability combination, we are nowhere near Geelong for instance so no point NDIA 

telling us to contact someone there. Everyone just does the easy stuff." 

"A confidence type coaching would be helpful. A large issue with finding work is lack 

of confidence in my abilities from my disability.” 

Participants who would benefit most from Stream 2 and 3 are likely to require assistance 

with the following: 

• Identifying employment goals and navigating pathways to get there 

• Holistic support to address barriers to employment, working hand in hand with 

community, health and other services 

• More targeted assistance to navigate the labour market – entering for the first time, 

changing sectors or industries, or entering after an extended period of being 

unemployed 

• Identifying and negotiating workplace adjustments, including assistance to present 

these needs to prospective employers  

• CV preparation and interview coaching 

• Access to skill development and training  

• Ongoing support to ensure that employment is mutually beneficial. 

 

"I’m in the early stages of looking for work. My NDIS plan does not reflect this at all. 

I am working with an employment support service who is assisting me with job 

applications and resumes. So far I’ve applied for about 5 to 6 jobs and got about 

four or five interviews. I have now identified that I need more assistance with 

preparing for an interview. 

"I stopped work altogether due to progression of my disability and mental health 

decline. I had to build myself back up again especially mentally to feel confident 

enough in my abilities to pursue work and a career again. It was very hard but I’m 
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very proud of myself and my efforts. My employers are also great and very 

encouraging towards me giving me praise when I need it and reassurance”. 

The Discussion Paper separates Stream 2 and 3 by who should deliver these supports 

(Stream 2 proposes delivery by employment service providers, Stream 3 by community 

organisations). This distinction does not exist within the IEA model.   

AFDO contends that continuity of support for participants by the same provider, particularly 

for people with episodic conditions, is critical. Moving between streams, and needing to 

change providers, seems counterintuitive to continuity of care (in this case employment 

support), particularly when participants are likely to be most vulnerable.  

For some participants with disability, specialist disability employment services through IEA 

will be more appropriate. A clear pathway to access IEA needs to be in place – 

participants should access support under the system that is likely to best meet their needs.  

Recommendation 3: Participants voice should be considered within streaming decisions, 

in addition to assessment criteria.  

Recommendation 4: Reconsider how Stream 2 and 3 are delivered, with IEA to be used 

as a guide to ensure continuity of support. 

Recommendation 5: Ensure that there is a clear pathway to choose IEA support if 

participants and/or assessors identify that this is a better fit for the participant. 

 

Improving the assessment and intake process 

A number of observations and improvements have been identified by participants:  

Understanding how the ‘system’ works is mixed – participants are often confused 

about what an ESAT involves; how their work capacity is determined; what providers can 

reasonably ask for (and what’s unreasonable) and their rights.  

More transparency in how decisions are made is needed, from the assessment of 

work capacity to how providers are selected by Services Australia.  
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The assessment process is heavy on functional capacity, yet functional capacity is 
not well understood. Participants report limited to no assessment of executive 

functioning and sensory requirements, and limited understanding of fatigue and cognitive 

load, an issue frequently reported by people with neurological conditions and brain injury. 

Poor assessment can create a two-fold burden – sharing personal, and sometimes 

traumatic details multiple times – and providers needing to divert time from actioning 

employment plans to revisit assessments that are incomplete or out of date. 

Episodic disabilities and conditions are not well catered for in the assessment 
process - capacity is assessed at intake and while reassessment can theoretically occur 

at any point, the current approach does not respond well to episodic and fluctuating 

disabilities and conditions. Participants note that ‘good days’ can quickly turn to short to 

longer stretches of declined functioning, where anxiety and fatigue are higher, executive 

functioning is impaired, or there is a need for extended recovery after mental health 

episodes. 

“Firstly, I am autistic, with CPTSD, OCD and Dysautonomia - each of these need 

different things, and some are easier to discuss than others. Disability from each 

varies day to day, today it is my CPTSD”.  

"After a very long and painful employment history, I put my success at my current 

job down to two factors: the shifts are only an hour long, and the training was an 

extensive period of one-on-one support. My struggles with maintaining employment 

are largely due to inflexible shift lengths and schedules. I have connective tissue 

problems that cause fatigue and pain after about three hours in one position or 

doing anything repetitive, but I am unable to find anyone who will employ me for 

three-hour shifts. The accepted minimum is five, and asking for less guarantees that 

I do not get the job. 

The discussion paper notes the ability to move between streams, however, this presumes 

that the change in capacity is likely to last into the immediate future, rather than fluctuate 

day to day or week to week. Employment Plans need to cater for fluctuating capacity.  

Participants appreciate goal-centred discussions, with a focus on the type of work the 

participant would like to secure and where they would like to work; negotiation of the 

components of the Employment Plan and understanding their rights and responsibilities. 
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Being listened to is a big-ticket item, particularly sharing information once rather than in 

multiple appointments with different stakeholders. 

As noted in our submission to the National Disability Insurance Scheme Amendment 
(Securing the NDIS for Future Generations) Bill 2026 – Submission to the Senate 
Community Affairs Legislation Committee, a standardised, single point in time 

assessment is not appropriate, with the risk of significant consequences for participants 

with psychosocial disability, autism, and fluctuating or episodic conditions.  

A standardised assessment cannot capture every person’s unique circumstances and 

cannot replace the nuanced understanding that comes from lived expertise and 

experience combined with clinical evidence gathered over a lifetime. People with disability 

and their advocates must have clear rights to provide additional evidence and to challenge 

stream allocation if the tool does not reflect their real needs.  

There are learnings from the NDIS review which should be considered by DEWR. The 

NDIS Review recommended that: 

• existing functional capacity assessments should be transparently tested with the 

groups and disability types they have been validated for to inform the design of the 

new access process 

• any assessment should cover a broad range of domains in order to be strongly 

considered for use (e.g. cognitive, language, social-emotional, motor and adaptive 

behaviour) 

• there should be an accepted basis for comparing results from two or more 

acceptable instruments that might be used to assess function in a given domain 

• any assessment considered should take into account that disability can fluctuate 

over time  

• any assessment must be based on the environments in which a person is in. 

We are concerned that different approaches are being considered by different 

Departments, which could lead to repeating the same mistakes with the development of 

ICAN (NDIS assessment) tool. 

As noted in the Background of this submission, there is a very serious risk that the reform 

will be disconnected from other reforms, and not designed or considered holistically. The 

Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet have shared their vision and goals for the 

care and support economy, in which an “holistic, harmonised approach to the 

https://afdo.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/AFDO-Senate-Inquiry-Submission-NDIS-legislation-2026-Final-1-June-2026.docx
https://afdo.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/AFDO-Senate-Inquiry-Submission-NDIS-legislation-2026-Final-1-June-2026.docx
https://afdo.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/06/AFDO-Senate-Inquiry-Submission-NDIS-legislation-2026-Final-1-June-2026.docx
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implementation of these reforms is vital”.1 The reform of Workforce Australia should fall 

within this fold. 

Further, the definition of functional capacity must be consistent across 

Departments. This must consider  

• the whole person and not isolate one impairment or one activity 

• the impact of the person’s environmental and personal circumstances  

• individualised needs (consistent with Article 3(a) of the CRPD) and  

• setting, with recognition that an assessment setting is not an everyday environment 

and may be very different to the workplace a participant seeks to work 

• capacity must be assessed over time, not at a single point in time, and that a period 

of stability does not negate overall impairment. 

 

Recommendation 6: Ensure consistency across the Australian government in the 

definition of functional capacity and assessment principles. 

 

Recommendation 7: Improve understanding of how Workforce Australia works with clear, 

transparent information to participants (plain English and accessible formats) prior to the 

assessment to include: 

• the assessment process and what to expect in the first appointment and following 

the first appointment  

• participant rights and responsibilities  

• how to choose a provider (how to ask Services Australia for a preferred provider) 

and how to change providers  

• provider responsibilities, including how private information is handled, complaints 

process, how and what type of information is shared with employers and when 

contact needs to be made with an employer  

• what to think about when developing an Employment Plan with a provider. 

 

Recommendation 8: Provide participants with an assessment summary to increase 

transparency of decisions that explain: 
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• how work capacity has been determined 

• why the specific referral/s have been chosen 

• supports that are available (including how and where to access independent 

support) 

• how fluctuating capacity has been considered (where relevant) 

• expected touch points with the employment provider and  

• how reviews can be requested.  

 

AFDO recommends that the new model moves from the current assessment process to 

consider new models, such as a ‘discovery conversation’ – a structured, strengths 

based conversation (that could be conducted online, by video, phone, face to face or via 

outreach services) that would explore eligibility and employment aspirations, capabilities 

and supports.  

This could take the form of a facilitated discussion exploring a range of topics from work 

history, functional workplace needs, what a good workday looks like, support that has 

helped in the past to guide the adjustment process, through to goal setting including 

why the participant is seeking employment (beyond mutual obligations related to welfare 

entitlement). 

The new assessment process should give equal weighting to the participant’s 

employment aspirations; current skills and the skills they would like to develop; 

preferred occupations; workplace styles and flexibility required. This is not an idealistic 

wish-list – the closer a conversation aligns to what participants find important, the more 

likely they are to engage, develop trust, and establish a genuine partnership. 

 

Recommendation 9: Explore new assessment models that are participatory, such as 

‘discovery conversations’ that assess functional capacity, employment aspirations and 

workplace success factors. 

 

The question we should be seeking to ask is ‘What combination of supports will give this 

participant the highest likelihood of obtaining and sustaining employment that is right for 

them?"  
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We should be seeking for the system to adapt to the participant, not the participant to 

the system.  

The Employment Goal Plan 
"I actually won my current job without there assistance but they did do the 

Centrelink reporting. Even so they have not done any follow up after the first 6 

weeks to check how I am or how things are going. 

“Employment support that I get currently has assisted me in working from home and 

in the workplace. With assistive technology such as an ergonomic chair, noise 

cancelling headset etc. Plus I have a weekly briefing with my support person which 

is invaluable." 

The Employment Goal Plan should be a living document that is revisited regularly to 

ensure that work to secure employment remains on track. The document, focused on 

career development (securing a job that aligns with longer term goals) and participation 

should include the following key elements:  

Person-centred and goal-oriented – aspiration is driven by the participant and informed 

by their experiences to date and their immediate job and longer-term career aspirations. 

This should outline preferred occupations, hours, work environments, industries and long-

term aspirations  

Strengths based – skills, interests, qualifications, training needs, successful adjustments 

at previous roles or when studying etc.  

Be realistic and achievable to build confidence and sustain progress  

Action focused – each action has a purpose, timeframe and a clear, desirable outcome 

that will inform agreed mutual obligations specific to the participant  

Integrated – recognises other services that the participant uses, or would benefit from 

using, with referrals and touchpoints integrated into the Plan to maximise success. 

Accountable – which actions the participant will take the lead on, and where the provider 

is expected to take the lead or provide additional support 
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Documents contingencies – strategies to address episodic or changing health needs. 

Barriers are identified, and support strategies workshopped to seek to alleviate these as 

soon as they arise.  

Ongoing support and touchpoints are agreed and reviewed as needed. 

 

Recommendation 10: Employment Plans should be person-centred, goal-oriented and 

action focused, with both participant and provider accountabilities.  

 

Rethinking mutual obligations 
Punitive measures do not encourage progress – evidenced in a number of iterations of this 

program – and are inconsistent with international practice including within the OECD.  

AFDO recommends reframing mutual obligations on two fronts: 

• Change the name to reflect a partnership approach between participants, providers 

and government. Mutual obligations is a loaded term that has created significant 

stress for many unemployed Australians navigating employment while contending 

with health conditions beyond their control and, more often than not, poverty and 

insecure living conditions.  

• Do more than a rebrand – the expectation of what a participant must achieve must 

be clear, proportionate, flexible and relevant to their employment goals and should 

be person- centred.  

Meeting compliance for compliance sake may eventually lead to the intended outcome, 

however will incur significant wastage of government spend and participant resentment 

along the way. Support and accountability should be reciprocal, with both participants and 

providers holding responsibility for success.  

 

Recommendation 11: Rethink mutual obligations, with clear, proportionate, flexible and 

goal relevant activities across all streams. 
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Success should be measured by sustainable employment and capability building, rather 

than how many job applications have been submitted.  

Improving employer engagement and confidence  
Improving employer buy-in and engagement with government programs has been 

identified across multiple reforms, including in the development of IEA and strengthening 

NDIS employment supports. This is perhaps one of the most critical areas of investment – 

without businesses of all sizes being open to employing people with long standing barriers 

to employment, all other changes become moot.  

Improving employer engagement is about more than getting employers on board, it is also 

about increasing confidence and readiness of employers to employ participants 

successfully.  

People with autism shared the following:  

“HR departments need to understand more and support autistic people more in the 

workplace” 

“Main barriers under-18, physically affected (mobility, crutches), and HR 

departments don't want to deal with the workcover implications of someone having 

autistic meltdown.” 

“Too many workplaces do not understand what people like me can do and are 

scared to give us a chance. There needs to be more work to improve their 

understanding and also that there is support for them and us.” 

People with physical disabilities shared the following:  

“I guess I should be grateful to have a job, but having a physical disability means 

you cannot hide it and, therefore, have no option but to disclose. You get stared at 

and gossiped about. You get treated like you are less intelligent than able-bodied 

people. You get overlooked for promotions and opportunities to upskill. You are 

isolated and excluded from all social events (even just going for a coffee). You are 

made to feel like you are a burden if you ask for reasonable adjustments. Dealing 

with managers and colleagues with no understanding and who ask sensitive and 

personal questions is a living hell.” 
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“Both of my previous employers did not accommodate my disabilities.” 

A number of participants spoke of hiding their disability, with one participant sharing:  

“In my previous positions, I never mentioned any special characteristics. I just 

performed as best as I could.” 

A participant shared examples of what can work well: 

“Worked well: double blind application process, application process adjusted for 

disability, workplace that is willing to listen about disability and reasonable 

adjustments, discreet disclosure of disability process, flexible workplace 

arrangements (i.e., work from home), equal pay, clear and consistently applied DEI 

and adjustments policy, part time options, work is constrained within hours, flexible 

work hours (i.e., can work on days when you are well and make up for when you 

aren't), empowering workplace, openness, clear communication, clear roles and 

responsibilities, clear tasks, clear guidelines/approaches on collaboration, clear 

workplace culture and expectation.” 

Further, a longstanding criticism of employment services, including of the former Disability 

Employment Services system, is the gap between the knowledge and connections of 

employment consultants to industry – impacting both participant and business confidence.  

This is where partnerships become critical. Fee for service firms (Hays, Chandler Macleod 

etc.) that focus on mid-to-high-volume recruitment have built successful, trusted 

relationships with industry. It is unclear, at least to AFDO, as to why these relationships 

have not been more effectively leveraged by the Australian government, noting that the 

Australian government is one of the largest procurers of these services for APS functions.  

This is by no means the silver bullet to poor employer engagement, but one of many levers 

that could be activated to increase employer buy-in. 

 

Recommendation 12: Activate existing levers available to government, including 

partnerships with private recruiters to increase business reach and employment pathways. 
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Small to medium sized business engagement  

"I like feeling that I’m contributing to the work that goes on at my job and the feeling 

of accomplishment. The workplace could be a bit more accessible for disabled 

people. " 

Investment to build employer confidence has been largely directed to large employers with 

significant workforces. While this is important, it fails to recognise 75% of businesses who 

are small to medium sized (exclusive of sole traders).  

Over the last decade, AFDO has delivered the Business Inclusion and Diversity Service 

(BIDS), a tailored employer facing offering to build the confidence and readiness of small 

businesses to better engage people with disability as employees, be better equipped to 

support disclosure among existing staff and to more confidently welcome customers.  

The model works 1:1 with businesses to build their confidence, assess their accessibility, 

identify practical recommendations and assist businesses to open up opportunities for 

employment, job carving and work readiness, such as interview coaching for young people 

with disability.   

The model has demonstrated that small businesses benefit from independent advice and 

guidance, with doors opened to employment service providers once businesses are open 

to more customised recruitment or have one or more vacancies.  

A summary of the outcomes achieved by BIDS is in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1: Summary – Business Inclusion and Diversity Services (July 2025 wrap up)  

 

Our observations from delivering BIDS include:  

Providers competing for vacancies contributes to employer fatigue and 
disengagement – which can spillover to future vacancies, and engagement with other 

government programs.  

Trust takes time to build and is not built on a vacancy basis - Partnership approaches 

need to be proactive and focus on addressing a workforce need and/or workforce 

planning, rather than quick win placements.   
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Continuity is essential – businesses value a single contact who understand the 

business, can quickly answer questions and provide confidence of ongoing support after 

hiring. The current model does not recognise the time required to build partnership models 

with employers, only the number of people moved from caseloads. High caseloads and 

staff turnover are contributing factors to poor continuity.  

Providers don’t understand specific industry needs well – consultants are expected to 

be generalists working across a wide range of participant needs and employment 

aspirations across the whole of industry. People with disability with post-secondary 

qualifications (including Masters degrees) have often expressed concern that consultants 

are not well equipped to help them break into specific industries, directing participants to 

more readily available work (call centres, retail, process line etc). While these roles may be 

suitable as stop gaps to build requisite current experience, they can often become end 

destinations that don’t align with employment goals.  

"At 41 y/o, I have basically given up on finding a keeping a job in my profession 

despite having a PhD. I can't find anything where I will maintain my wellbeing there 

are no/limited PT jobs. When I am well enough again for work (currently bad 

burnout and doing intense CPTSD therapy), I only want 2-3 days a week. These 

jobs do not exist, let alone a workplace that will also be flexible enough to deal with 

someone who has multiple disabilities… I am so disheartened by jobs and 

workplaces, even looking at job adverts daily, I don't know where or how to start 

going back to work.  

“Limited knowledge of suitable job opportunities” 

"case manager inexperienced, frustrating to work with and weekly check-ins go for 

too long and feel like a waste of time. processes around equipment took months, 

getting back into the program after being made redundant took close to 6 months." 

Employers report a lack of understanding of their specific industry and the willingness to 

invest the time to get to know their business.  

Poorly matched placements, mismatch between employer and participant 
expectations and inconsistent support and follow up, are resulting in businesses who 

may not want to engage a second time round.  



 

Page 26 of 33 
Shaping the Future of Employment Services –Submission to DEWR, July 2026 

There is also currently no specialisation within the Workforce Australia model – e.g. 

Workforce Australia providers who are expert in specific industries (construction, 

hospitality, healthcare etc) who intimately understand employer requirements and can 

work with wrap-around services to reverse market participants based on employer needs.  

The new model needs to establish credibility via high performance – not just people in 

jobs, but people in jobs that last, which are well matched, with wraparound supports for the 

participant and the business.  

 

Recommendation 13: Invest in employer capability models, including for small and 

medium sized businesses, to build confidence and readiness.  

Recommendation 14: Consider specialisation within future tendering to enable industry 

relevant matching. 

 

The Discussion Paper has also sought advice on the value of continuing a government 

portal. Noting the government’s own admission of low take up and existence of well-

established commercial offerings used by Australian businesses, AFDO recommends that 

this is discontinued. These savings can be channeled back to program improvement. 

 

Recommendations 15: Discontinue the job portal, noting low take-up and existence of 

other commercial options used by Australian businesses.  

 

Improving Placements and Incentives  
Cycling through Workforce Australia 

One of the most notable criticisms of the current model relates to churn – participants 

poorly matched to placements, resulting to a return to Workforce Australia.  
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“I gave up after six months of not having the right job options. The interviews were 

not supported. Then my references are out of date by six months. This is the 

biggest problem with government agencies.” 

It would be easy to attribute this to participant lack of motivation to work and welfare 

availability. However, the picture for people with disability is more nuanced - often resulting 

from a mismatch between the level of flexibility and/or type of adjustments required by 

people with disability within the workplace (and whether this can be accommodated by an 

employer), the person’s own health needs, and workplace culture.  

"Although my condition requires a workplace that has seating and management with 

empathy, they just pushed me into any old job that I could have gotten on seek on 

my own. I begged to get into a job with employers who hire those with disabilities 

but the agency almost actively avoided it as if they didn't believe I had any condition 

at all. 

"I have had uniformly terrible experiences with DES providers. They show no 

interest in the disability side of their industry; I am treated and expected to act as if I 

am not disabled, to the extent that I have been told to lie to prospective employers." 

Key areas of improvement identified by participants include: 

Success should be measured by participant progress – increased confidence, moving 

closer to the labour market (interviews, work experience, skill development), rather than 

sheer number of applications.  

Incentivise longevity of employment, not just getting the job – participants report a 

strong focus by consultants on landing a job, without continuity of support. Participants 

report feeling like they are on their own, leading to cyclical returns to Workforce Australia 

as issues arise. This also compromises employer confidence to engage Workforce 

Australia participants in the future.  

"I have had 4 jobs in the last 2 years - I have been paid under the award in three of 

those jobs and now have to go through the stressful process of claiming wages. I 

disclosed my disabilities at two places of employment and received no 

accommodation. I now have an employer prepared to make concessions. 
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Realistic conversations about workplace fit, including the specifics of what the role 

entails, clear workplace expectations and the environment in which the work is carried out. 

For people with psychosocial disabilities, anxiety or neurodiversity, work in overstimulating 

environments without appropriate adjustments and clear expectations are likely to fall over. 

For people with a physical disability, demanding roles can exacerbate symptoms, leading 

people with disability to push through for fear of losing a newly gained job thereby 

aggravating their conditions, or having to leave a role prematurely.  

"As a retail worker I found it horrible that there is NO representation of people with 

disabilities. In fact half the shops you can't even get around in if you have a walking aid. I 

was forced to quit when I requested one chair behind the counter in a not so busy store. 

They said no. " 

Alignment with employment aspirations, rather than compliance requirements 

A commitment to early intervention to address issues for both participant and 

employers before they lead to ongoing issues.  

Employment Plans allow for episodic needs and are communicated to employers – 

this could include hours increasing gradually over an agreed period, flexibility to allow for 

recovery from relapses and so on.  

Job carving and customisation – known for its success in IEA and ideally suited to 

participants who have experienced long-term and entrenched unemployment 

Consultant availability – participants who have had a good experience report that 

consultants maintained regular contact after they started their job; helped resolve 

workplace issues, assisted with requests for reasonable adjustments and worked hand in 

hand with employers. This end-to-end journey, with touch points to check in and ensure 

that both the participants and employer’s needs were met, were seen as the ideal. 

 

Recommendation 16: The system should reward: 

• sustainability of placement (highest incentive paid when 12 months of employment has 

been reached) 

• progression for people who have experienced entrenched unemployment to 

incentivise working with this group. This could consider measures relating to 
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completing accredited training, obtaining a driver’s licence, improving digital skills, 

increased confidence and interview readiness etc.  

• outcomes that are clearly linked to participant goals and proactive efforts to support 

employment sustainability (early intervention support, workplace adjustment reviews 

etc).  

 

Recommendation 17: Performance measures should consider quality of service delivery, 

including participant engagement and satisfaction, employer satisfaction and quality of 

vocational planning, building on the IEA Performance Framework.  

  

Other areas of feedback 
A genuine commitment to co-design 

AFDO, our Disability Representative Organisation (DRO) members, the broader DRO 

sector and employment peaks have repeatedly highlighted he importance of consumer 

centred co-design for all government reforms. The same applies to Workforce Australia.  

Before this new system is implemented, DEWR must properly consult with key 

stakeholders, including people with disability and their representative organisations. That 

consultation must be based on complete information, complete transparency, and 

reasonable timeframes.  

It is important to note here that consultation is not “co-design”. The term co-design is 

increasingly common in government discourse like this, yet a clear and shared definition is 

lacking. Like co-production, co design has been ‘granted an influential role in the future of 

… public governance ... Consequently, co-design risks being little more than a buzzword in 

the public sector.2  

True “co-design” is a design-led process, involving creative and participatory principles 

and tools to engage different kinds of people and knowledge in public problem-solving.3 

Central to co-design is recognition that it goes beyond consultation by building and 

deepening equal collaboration between citizens affected by, or attempting to, resolve a 
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particular challenge. A key tenet of co-design is that users, as ‘experts’ of their own 

experience, become central to the design process.4 

This requires the following three key elements: 

• Process: an iterative, design-led approach oriented towards creation or innovation.  

• Principles: participative, inclusive, equal collaboration, respectful, iterative and 

outcomes-focused values are at the heart of this approach 

• Practice: creative and tangible methods for telling, enacting and making.5 

 

The effectiveness of the Workforce Australia reform should be measured and assessed by 

the extent to which the changes improve the lives of participants, in addition to the amount 

of costs saved or the level of reduction of fraud or other unlawful practices. 

AFDO is committed to constructive engagement with DEWR to ensure that reforms 

strengthen participant outcomes, rights and safety. However, the consultation process 

must provide the transparency, information, or level of engagement required to achieve 

this outcome. 

 

Recommendation 18: Must establish: 

• advisory boards that include people with lived experience, including of disability, to 

oversee the implementation and make recommendations to policymakers 

• mandatory co-design workshops involving people with disability in service design 

and key decision making processes 

• feedback mechanisms that regularly consult participants throughout the program’s 

rollout, ensuring their voices are central to continuous program improvement. 

 

The need for publicly available data, reporting, transparency and 
independent evaluation 

Transparent data, careful policy design, and execution of safeguards will be necessary to 

ensure that government dollars are being spent wisely, and the program is achieving its 

intended goal.  
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“I have been with three DES providers. The best (my current) is benignly useless. 

The worst were mercenary and abusive. I have no faith in the system, it has been 

designed to make money and views people as resources to be exploited.” 

Evidence must be behind the design, refinement and rollout of a new model. We also 

contend that any rollout must be staged and designed to allow participants to provide real-

time feedback. DEWR must also act promptly on that feedback. 

To achieve this, Workforce Australia must have a much stronger emphasis on data and 

outcomes reporting, transparency and independent evaluation of the reform, and its 

effects. This must include mandated reporting on unmet needs, unintended impacts, and 

particularly vulnerable cohorts. Reporting must be regular, consistent and critically 

transparent. DEWR must also commit to making further changes that evaluation and 

reporting identify, particularly where participants are placed at risk. 

 

Recommendation 19: DEWR must publish disaggregated disability type data to uphold 

transparency. 

Recommendation 20: DEWR to collect data and other evidence, analyse, and report 

publicly, on the implementation of the reform, including unmet needs, unintended impacts, 

increased or additional risks to particularly vulnerable cohorts, including people with 

disability. Reporting must be regular, consistent and transparent.  

Recommendation 21: DEWR to make changes to the new Workforce Australia model 

that are necessary, based on this reporting process, particularly where participants are 

placed at risk. 

 

Allow providers to have flexibility in how they deliver services to be 
genuinely tailored and responsive to participant needs  

AFDO recommends a balance that allows for providers to deliver models and approaches 

that differentiate their services from others, while meeting service standards and baseline 

compliance.  

Providers should be allowed flexibility in how they deliver services, whether through in-

person, remote, or hybrid models. This flexibility allows providers to adapt to individual 
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participant needs and market conditions without overburdening their operations. Providers 

should be encouraged to innovate and create tailored solutions for different cohorts, 

rewarding creative approaches that enhance participant outcomes. 

 

Recommendation 22: Flexibility should extend to performance metrics, allowing providers 

with varying business models to succeed without one-size-fits-all. 

 

  



 

Page 33 of 33 
Shaping the Future of Employment Services –Submission to DEWR, July 2026 

Endnotes 
 

1 Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, Care and support economy – state of play, 28 May 
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3 Note 2. 

4 Design for Europe, quoted in Sunlight foundation, Guide to co-design, Learn how to 
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5 Blomkamp, E. What is co-design? Understanding the process, principles and practice, 
retrieved from https://www.newknow.how/resources/define-co-design, accessed 20 
February 2026. 

https://www.pmc.gov.au/resources/care-and-support-economy-state-play
https://www.pmc.gov.au/resources/care-and-support-economy-state-play
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8500.12310
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8500.12310
https://communities.sunlightfoundation.com/action/codesign/
https://www.newknow.how/resources/define-co-design

	Submission to the Department of Employment and Workplace Relations (DEWR)
	Contents
	Acknowledgements
	Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people
	People with disability

	Language used in this document
	About AFDO
	Our vision
	Our mission
	Our strategic objectives
	Our members
	Every Australian Counts
	Australian Consumers & Carers Mental Health Forum

	Recommendations
	Background
	The new Workforce Australia model must be nested within broader strategies to ensure it is relevant and fit for purpose
	We shouldn’t start from scratch: using IEA as the base model
	Workforce Australia Streams – how should these be decided?
	Stream 1
	Stream 2 and Stream 3


	Improving the assessment and intake process
	The Employment Goal Plan
	Rethinking mutual obligations
	Improving employer engagement and confidence
	Small to medium sized business engagement

	Improving Placements and Incentives
	Cycling through Workforce Australia

	Other areas of feedback
	A genuine commitment to co-design
	The need for publicly available data, reporting, transparency and independent evaluation
	Allow providers to have flexibility in how they deliver services to be genuinely tailored and responsive to participant needs

	Endnotes

