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About the Australian Community Support Organisation (ACSO) 

 

The Australian Community Support Organisation’s purpose is to make a difference in the 

lives of disenfranchised people. Our vision is to contribute to individual and community 

wellbeing by increasing opportunities for disenfranchised people to positively engage with 

their communities and by reducing the impact of social disadvantage.   

 

ACSO has a 27-year history of supporting people transitioning from prison to the community 

and enhancing services to individuals at critical points in their contact with the criminal 

justice system. ACSO is also a current provider of Job Services Australia and Disability 

Employment Services. ACSO’s programs are delivered state-wide in Victoria, with its 

operational Head Office located in Richmond. ACSO delivers more than 20 programs to 

approximately 10,000 disadvantaged clients per annum.  

 

About ACSO’s Disability Program 

 

Although ACSO is Disability Employment Services provider, the scope of this submission 

pertains to ACSO’s Disability Program; a separate entity which provides specialist services 

to ex-offenders and people at risk of involvement with the criminal justice system who have 

an intellectual disability. The Disability Program also provides a residential, therapeutic and 

outreach response to offenders with intellectual disabilities who have committed sex 

offences. Approximately one third of ACSO’s disability client group have co-occurring 

psychiatric illnesses including substance abuse disorder and schizophrenia.  

 

ACSO provides services to approximately 80 clients across its range of disability support 

programs per year. Due to the high level of complexity of ACSO’s disability client group, only 

10 of these would participate in supported employment at any one time. Notwithstanding 

case complexity, this low participation rate is also indicative, in the main, of the inability of 

Australian Disability Enterprises to meet the needs of this client group to access and 

maintain participation in supported employment.  

 

Improve Access to Inclusive Supported Employment 

 
Recommendation 1:  
 
Increase flexibility of supported employment providers policies and work practices to 

increase access to supported employment for people with limited capacity of work 
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hours, behaviours of concern, and/or a criminal record not related to their area of 

potential employment. 

 
Productivity versus the benefits of adequately meeting employee’s support needs  

 

Australian Disability Enterprise programs have a built in disincentive to work with ACSO’s 

disability client group because it is productivity driven. That is, the capacity of supported 

employment providers to meet industry contractual obligations takes precedence over 

supporting the employee’s capacity to participate in employment. Whilst profitability is the 

primary function of most workplaces, the benefits of participation in employment for ACSO’s 

client group extend to social inclusion, improved mental health and maximising psycho-

social functioning. Therefore, the efficacy of supported employment programs should not be 

measured in terms of workplace productivity outputs alone. 

  

ACSO attributes the low rate of participation by its clients in supported employment in part to 

client case complexity, and inherent motivational issues, combined with a lack of flexibility in 

some supported employment workplaces. For example, in many cases work trials (which 

allow employees to undertake employment for a trial period), are offered only on a full time 

basis. The majority of ACSO disability clients do not have the capacity to work full time; in 

these cases this represents an insurmountable barrier to participation in supported 

employment.      

The latter is an exclusionary factor which can be addressed by making hours of work flexible 

to meet the psycho-social support needs of supported employees with complex 

presentations. For example, where a potential employee is capable of working the equivalent 

of one day per week, the spread of these hours may be optimal at the rate of two hours per 

day; a level of participation which may represent a significant achievement for an individual 

with co-occurring intellectual and psychiatric disabilities. In ACSO’s experience, not all 

supported employment programs offer this level of flexibility.  

 

Supported employment programs ought to be flexible to accommodate the needs of 

employees with intellectual disabilities who present with behaviours of concern and/or co-

occurring mental health issues. This may include innovative initiatives such as additional rest 

periods or ‘time out’ during work hours in order to facilitate therapeutic interventions to 

encourage skills development such as impulse control, or more flexible work hours to meet 

the psycho-social needs of employees at the level at which they are able to function.   
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Discrimination of the grounds of having a criminal record 

Although in ACSO’s experience participation in supported employment for ACSO’s clients is 

limited by some employment providers, typically due to being perceived as resource 

intensive and less productive than people whose disabilities do not result in challenging 

behaviours, other factors also act as barriers to supported employment. For example, many 

supported employment providers require job applicants to consent to police records checks 

as a pre-condition of employment. Some supported employment providers adopt a risk 

averse approach, automatically excluding people with a criminal record from employment. 

Others are more flexible, and will hire an employee with a criminal record after consultation 

with an ACSO support worker about the nature of the clients offending history. ACSO notes 

that one of the key elements in rehabilitation from an offending lifestyle is the capacity to 

gain and maintain paid employment. Currently, no protection exists under Victorian equal 

opportunity laws in relation to criminal record discrimination by employers.1 ACSO advocates 

strongly that no person with a criminal record should be excluded from employment, 

including in Australian Disability Enterprises, on the grounds of having a criminal record 

which is not related to their area of potential employment.    

Improve Experiences of People With Disability in Supported Employment 

 
Recommendation 2:  
 
Introduce a case management approach to supported workplace participation for 

disability clients with complex or high level support needs. 

 

Case Management Approach  
 
For employees with complex care needs participation in supported employment could be 

greatly enhanced by the introduction of a case management approach to the uptake and 

maintenance of work placements. Graduated participation ought to be encouraged for 

individuals who are unable to commence full time employment from the outset. The following 

case study illustrates an example of how ACSO has used this approach to enhance 

supported employment participation for this client group.  

 

Case Study One – A Case Management Approach to Maintaining Supported Employment 

 

M.A is a 30 year old male with a mild intellectual disability. M.A has worked with a number of 

supported employers since his late teens. Most of these placements broke down as a result 

                                                           
1
 Fitzroy Legal Service, 2010, Criminal Record Discrimination - Seeking better protections for Victorians Position Paper, p 4. 

 



S:\Non-Funding Submissions\Inclusion for people with disability through sustainable supported employment\ACSO _ 

Inclusion for People with Disability in Supported Employment Submission_Final.docx                                       Page 5 of 8 

 

of inter-personal conflicts between M.A and other employees. M.A also had difficulty problem 

solving when he encountered problems in the workplace; specifically, he became aggressive 

and hostile when provided with direction. 

 

ACSO facilitated M.A’s access to participation in counselling and anger-management 

sessions. Over time, his aggressive outbursts reduced in intensity and severity. 

 

M.A also encountered difficulties in his personal relationship outside of work and this 

impacted on his employment. The employer decided that M.A’s interpersonal relationships 

were intruding in the work environment and there were a number of ongoing issues that 

resulted in increased aggressive outbursts.  Despite M.A’s employer communicating with 

M.A’s ACSO support worker in an attempt to resolve these issues, eventually M.A was 

provided with three formal warnings before being dismissed from his employment. 

 

M.A had a six month period without work and without additional income, apart from his 

Disability Support Pension.  He then looked for work with another supported employment 

provider. M.A decided to inform his next employer of some of his past difficulties and the 

employer worked collaboratively with M.A and his ACSO support worker to develop an 

individualised support plan that outlined proactive behaviour support strategies, as well 

responses to his behaviours of concern. 

 

M.A was placed on a graduated work trial, where he commenced working one day per week 

and then progressed to working three days per week.  Monthly meetings were arranged 

between M.A, his ACSO support worker and the employer. During these meetings, M.A was 

able to discuss his progress and to raise any queries or concerns that he had.  The employer 

was also able to provide M.A with constructive feedback about his progress and had an 

opportunity to address any of his queries. M.A has continues to work with this employer to 

the current time. 

 

Critical factors in M.A’s capacity to maintain his supported employment support were his 

decision to inform his new employer of past difficulties, undertaking counselling and anger 

management sessions, and the adoption of a case management approach with his new 

employer inclusive of mechanisms to deal with any difficulties as they arose. This approach 

enhanced M.A’s motivation to continue working and resulted in improved access to 

employment opportunities for him.   

 

Recommendation 3: 
 
Implement nationally accredited training for supported employment providers on 

topics such as acquired brain injury, mental health first aid, and dealing with people 

with disabilities with behaviours of concern. 

 
Training for supported employment providers 

 

Professional development training of staff in supported employment workplaces is critical to 

enhance the experience of employees with complex care needs in the workplace. Such 
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training should aim to ensure that the needs of employees with intellectual disabilities and 

co-occurring psychiatric disorders are catered to. Training modules might include the impact 

of acquired brain injury on cognitive and psycho-social functioning, mental health first aid, 

and behaviour management strategies for managing behaviours of concern in the 

workplace. Understanding why these behaviours occur and developing individually tailored 

strategies to effectively manage them, in such a way that where appropriate, the employee is 

able to continue their employment, is critical to foster increased participation in supported 

employment for clients with disabilities who have complex care needs.   

  

Moreover, some supervisory roles in supported workplaces are held by people with 

disabilities. Training for these staff is also critical to ensure that an adequate skill base exists 

in order to meet the employment and workplace related needs of employees with behaviours 

of concern, intellectual disabilities and/or mental health issues.  

 
Recommendation 4:  
 
Provide vocational education training and pathway opportunities to employees in 

supported employment to enhance their capacity, where possible, to transition to the 

open labour market. 

 
Supported employment and the open labour market 

 

The aim of employment for people with disabilities should, where possible, be participation in 

the open labour market. ACSO is of the view that some people who currently participate in 

supported employment demonstrate capacity to work in the open labour market but lack 

adequate pathways for this to occur. The following case study illustrates this point.   

 

Case Study Two – Capacity to Transition to the Open Labour Market 

 

E.K is a 41 year old male with an intellectual disability. He is also a registered sex offender. 

E.K has a history of incarceration and in the past lived in an institution. E.K currently resides 

in supported accommodation provided by ACSO and is subject to a Supervised Treatment 

Order under the Disability Act 2006. 

 

E.K has worked in supported employment in the industrial manufacturing sector with the 

same employer for ten years. E.K recently became eligible for long service leave. E.K’s 

employment is suitable for him due to the factory environment and adult workforce.  

 

E.K’s level of performance in his role has been assessed as adequate, however after some 

years, his productivity rate slowed for a period of time. E.K was allowed a three month period 

to demonstrate improvement in his rate of productivity, which he did, resulting in his wages 

being maintained at the optimum level. 
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E.K has demonstrated an ability to learn and maintain his role within a production line and to 

work with a large group of disabled and non-disabled employees. It could be hypothesized 

that he has the necessary skill set to transition to open employment given appropriate 

pathways of support and training to do so. 

 

Vocational Education and Training to Support Transitioning to the Open Labour Market 

 

The availability or increased availability of nationally accredited vocational education and 

training (VET) courses for people with disabilities would be beneficial to enhance skill 

development to meet the needs of mainstream employers. In the case of E.K. for example, 

provision of VET throughout his employment history would enhance his job seeker 

credentials for transitioning to the open labour market. 

 

Recommendation 5: 
 

Create formalised transitional pathways between Australian Disability Enterprises, 

Disability Employment Services and Job Services Australia.  

 

 Australian Disability Enterprises, Disability Employment Services and Job Services Australia 

 

Currently there are no formalised transitional pathways between the three main arms of 

employment services; Australian Disability Enterprises, Disability Employment Services, and 

Job Services Australia. This lack of a streamlined approach to the delivery of employment 

services creates discontinuity of service delivery for people in supported employment who 

demonstrate capacity to transition to other types of employment.  

 

Job tailoring which matches the skills and abilities of Disability Employment Services job 

seekers with positions in the open labour market, is well suited to the needs of people with 

disabilities who demonstrate the capacity to transition from supported employment to the 

open labour market. Although some employment services providers, including ACSO, have 

established informal links between different arms of the employment services framework, 

currently this approach is at best, ad hoc and reliant on the conscientiousness and good 

practice of individual organisations and staff. Embedding formal partnerships in the 

employment services framework to enable seamless service delivery between the different 

contractual players in the employment services landscape would enhance employment 

outcomes for people with disabilities in supported employment who have the capacity to 

transition to the open labour market.     
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Recommendation 6:  

 

Review wage rates for people in supported employment and build greater 

remuneration incentives for participation 

 

Wage rates and motivation to participate in employment 

 

ACSO notes that a variety of assessment tools are used to measure the productive capacity 

of supported employees and that the outcome of these assessments is reflected in gross 

hourly rates of pay. ACSO also notes that supported employment providers are required to 

pay award-based wages as reflected in the Supported Employment Services Award, 2010. 

Even so, as of March 2010, the average gross hourly wage of supported employees was 

$3.61. 2  Although this may be an improvement on previous average rates of pay for 

supported employees3, it could be argued that notwithstanding the issue of productivity, low 

wages are a disincentive to participate in supported employment. Indeed, one ACSO 

disability client remarked to an ACSO staff member who was trying to motivate them to 

participate in supported employment, “why bother with that? I get almost the same amount of 

money if I don’t work anyway!” This is especially the case for those assessed as only able to 

work for one or two days per week. The average wage rate for 15 hours of work per week 

under the current structure would be a gross amount of $50.56. Allowing for the costs of 

travel, it is not difficult to see why some are not sufficiently motivated to uptake supported 

employment. 

 

It is possible that other incentives for working, such as the provision of ‘on the job’ VET 

training at no cost to the employee, may provide an additional incentive to participate in 

supported employment.  

 

Assessment processes  

 

ACSO staff also note that assessments of work performance are sometimes undertaken by 

independent assessors. Although impartiality in this process is a sound practice principle, it 

should also be noted that there is a risk that employees with disabilities may perform at a 

lesser rate under the watch of an unfamiliar person than they would if assessed by someone 

with whom they have a pre-existing working relationship.  

                                                           
2
Commonwealth of Australia, 2010, Inclusion for people with disability through sustainable supported 

employment. p 16. 
3
 Ibid. 


