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Employer attitudes to disability are improving

An overwhelming majority of SME employers report that attitudes towards disability in 
the workplace have improved in a whole range of areas: 83% state they are more open to 
employing people with a disability; 86% believe workplaces are more welcoming; 77% say 
discrimination has reduced, and 80% say prejudice has also gone down.

Most SME employers say they are 
open to employing a person with a 
physical disability (75%), while fewer 
are open to employing someone with 
a psychosocial disability (55%).

People with disability agree attitudes are improving

Job seekers with a disability say that many SME employer attitudes are improving. They 
agree that employers believe people with a disability are as productive as others (61%); that 
they are reliable (73%), and will stay in job as long as other employees (75%).

 Job seekers with a disability are also 
more confident and positive about 
capabilities in the workplace. Over 
half (56%) say that their disability 
does not hinder their ability to work, 
with younger job seekers (25-49 
years old) more optimistic about their 
employment prospects.
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SME employers who say 
having a diverse workplace
is the right thing to do.72%

Job seekers who say that 
disability does not hinder 
their ability to work.56%

From good will  
to good jobs
Attitudes towards disability have improved over the 
last 25 years, reveals a national survey of small and 
medium enterprise employers and jobseekers, and 
people with a disability are more confident in their 
ability to work. At the same time, their employment 
rate remains stubbornly low.1 WISE Employment, 
which commissioned the research, is committed to 
using the report’s insights to create more jobs for 
Australians with a disability, to promote an inclusive 
and contributing life in the community.

WISE Employment commissioned this study in 2017 to mark 
its 25th anniversary, asking Sagacity Research to investigate 
how attitudes to disability and employment had changed in this 
time. In addition to people with a range of disabilities looking 
for work (job seekers), 424 employers in small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) around the country were interviewed. The 
SME sector is of vital importance to Australia, responsible for 
33% of GDP and employing over six out of every 10 workers.2 

The results of the survey are both encouraging and challenging; 
they identify four key findings which WISE will use to improve 
employment prospects for people with a disability.



Finding work still a challenge for people with disability

Improved attitudes in the community and among employers do not mean that employment 
prospects necessarily get better for people with a disability. Many job seekers with a disability 
(44%) believe that SME employers avoid recruiting a diverse workforce, a figure that rises to 
53% among older job seekers (45-60 years old). A similar proportion (43%) say it is becoming 
harder to find ‘meaningful’ 
work as opposed to just any 
job – perhaps an indication 
of greater confidence and 
aspirations.

The WISE response

This report reveals that there is widespread good will towards job seekers with a disability 
among SME employers – a view also held by job seekers – but that this has not translated 
sufficiently into actual jobs. There is therefore considerable potential for employment of people 
with a disability in this sector of the economy.

Larger enterprises are more likely to employ people with a disability. A 2015 Business Council 
of Australia study found that the larger the company, the greater its commitment to diversity 
and proactive recruitment of job seekers with a disability – from 33% of companies with up to 
5,000 employees to 100% of companies employing 20,000 or more.3 With HR departments 
and dedicated diversity staff and budgets, they are better-resourced to implement policies in 
these areas. They recognise the many advantages of a diverse workforce: reliability, loyalty, 
productivity, and no more a risk than other employees.4 There are also recognised business 
advantages: access to a wider pool of talent; increased staff engagement and morale; publicly 
demonstrating the company’s commitment to doing the right thing; promoting innovative 
thinking, and connecting with customers affected by disability.

Many SMEs have not yet realised the benefits of diversity and employment of people with a 
disability. While lacking large HR departments, there are plenty of other ways in which they 
can make this a success, both for them and for their employees. This report identifies these 
opportunities and how WISE Employment can help SMEs move from good will to good jobs 
for people with a disability.
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Many SMEs do not  
employ people with a disability 

In practice, the recruitment and employment of people with a 
disability by SMEs remains far lower than it could be. The vast 
majority (93%) say they have never received a job application 
from someone with a disability, and 35% have never employed 
a person with a disability. Around half (48%) of SME employers 
do not currently employ anyone with a disability – a figure that 
rises to 61% for smaller businesses (fewer than 20 employees).

 Almost half of SME employers (47%) were unaware of 
Disability Employment Services which could place and support 
people with disability in the workplace. Around one in five (18%) 
were unaware of the existence of the Disability Discrimination 
Act, Disability Employment Services, or jobactive.

SMEs which do not 
employ a single person 
with a disability48%

Job seekers who believe that 
SME employers avoid recruiting 
a diverse workforce.44%
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A proactive approach

As many SMEs do not have formal policies and strategies to 
promote employment of people with a disability, the employment 
industry needs to recognise this and take a deliberately proactive 
approach to the sector in order to get better results – fostering 
long-term relationships with SME employers to place clients in 
their local area. The best advert for employment of people with 
disability is a successful placement.

WISE Employment reaches out to SMEs, partnering with over 
10,000 employers around Australia over the last 25 years. In the 
past year alone, 20,000 job seekers with a disability or other 
disadvantage were helped to seek meaningful employment. The 
journeys of some of these job seekers have been the focus of 
recent case studies to commemorate 25 years of WISE.

Promoting innovation

SMEs vary widely in their size and nature. There is no single 
‘magic bullet’ solution to promoting employment of people with 
disability in this sector, therefore: a combination of tactics is 
needed, especially a focus on innovative measures.

WISE Employment is proud of its commitment to innovation in 
creating employment opportunities for people with a disability 
or other disadvantage. Examples include community investment 
by WISE in programs to help ex-offenders (Make it Work) and to 
support refugees in Darwin find work (DiversityWISE).

A recent initiative has been establishment of a new division of WISE – Innovation in Mental 
Health and Employment (IMHE). Job seekers with a psychosocial disability are challenged 
by stigma and misunderstanding as well as the effects of mental illness. An innovative new 
project – WISE Ways to Work – will support up to 100 people with a mental illness to improve 
their capacity and work skills in conjunction with specialised support and placement with 
partner-employers who support the project. 

Improving awareness 

This report reveals that while SME employers’ attitudes towards disability are becoming more 
benign, they are often unsure how to put this into practice through the hiring and employment 
of jobseekers with a disability. Many employers remain unaware of the services and 
resources available to support this process. There is especially persistent misunderstanding 
and stigma concerning mental illness, leading to reluctance by some SMEs to employ people 
with a psychosocial disability.

‘The SME sector is Australia’s most important employer,’ says WISE Employment CEO, 
Matthew Lambelle. ‘This research report to mark WISE Employment’s 25th anniversary 
identifies a range of opportunities to unlock the employment potential of this sector.

‘In a fast-changing employment landscape, WISE is determined to use the findings of this 
report to create employment for job seekers with a disability now and in the future – with all 
the benefits that brings for job seekers, employers, and the wider community.

WISE Employment promotes awareness and use of the Australian government’s JobAccess 
resource to help employers and job seekers with a disability, as well as providing services 
directly as part of the jobactive and Disability Employment Service networks.

WISE has also invested in community programs to improve awareness and understanding of 
mental illness and psychosocial disability in the community, such as the Stand up for Mental 
Health public events in Sydney and Melbourne.
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