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Blind Citizens Australia Employment Policy
Part 3 of 6: Strategies to enable people who are blind or vision impaired to be an effective employee
Context
Blind Citizens Australia is the united voice of blind and vision impaired Australians. Our mission is to achieve equity and equality by our empowerment, by promoting positive community attitudes and by striving for high quality and accessible services which meet our needs.
Work generates wages, less reliance on welfare, dignity, a sense of purpose and productivity. Work is the cornerstone of social inclusion. People who are blind or vision impaired can and should be meaningfully employed and have the right to seek, work towards and gain rewarding employment.
Part 3 focuses on strategies to ensure that people who are blind or vision impaired can be effective employees. This document presents the views of people who are blind and vision impaired and draws on their experience as current and past employees, volunteers and job seekers. Our policy recognises the employment rights of people who are blind or vision impaired underpinned in Commonwealth and International instruments (refer to Appendix A) and aligns with the Australian Government’s commitment to improve the employment of people with disabilities (refer to Appendix B). 
This is part three in a suite of six Blind Citizens Australia employment related policies.

People who are blind or vision impaired can be excellent employees and often have the capacity to demonstrate strong leadership skills, in part because of the barriers they face everyday which equip them to be flexible, creative and resourceful. A workplace which takes into account accessibility as part of good business enables a person who is blind or vision impaired to meaningfully contribute and enrich an organisation. 

WORKPLACE ACCESSIBILITY
Safety in the workplace

1. Occupational Health and Safety (OH&S)

Past research has shown that people who are blind or vision impaired are more likely to demonstrate safe workplace behaviour and are less likely to have an accident at work than individuals without a disability. OH&S legislation should not be used as a barrier to the employment of a person who is blind or vision impaired. This should only be a consideration in roles where there would be significant risk of injury to the person who is blind or vision impaired and/or to other staff and where the issue cannot be resolved with an adjustment/s to the role. 

Ensuring that the workplace is obstacle free

2. A clear, obstacle free workplace provides a safe working environment for all employees. Overhead obstacles should be removed, with floor space kept free of clutter. Staff should be reminded to regularly check their workspace to ensure that obstacles are kept to a minimum (eg. chairs tucked behind desks), which is good OH&S practice for all employees. 
Signage

3. Meeting rooms, floor numbers, lifts and toilets should be well signed and include raised tactile letters and Braille signage. The use of signage in the workplace should comply with the Australian Standards 1428 Suite. 
Emergency procedures

4. Employers should have procedures to ensure the safety of all employees, including those who are blind, during renovations or when people need to evacuate in an emergency (UN CRPD Article 9 Accessibility). 

Information systems

5. New computer technology, including but not limited to, databases, booking systems and electronic mail systems, must not be introduced in a work setting until the systems have been shown to work with assistive technology, such as screen reading software, which may be used by employees who are blind or vision impaired. 

WORKPLACE MODIFICATIONS AND ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY

6. Job seekers, volunteers, casual employees, part and full time employees, contractors, people who are self employed and individuals wanting to start their own business should be eligible for assistance under the Employment Assistance Fund (Workplace Modifications Scheme) and Job Access Schemes to access the assistive equipment they need to be work ready. Any equipment or software purchased through the program should belong to the person. Technical support and training for the equipment should be provided to agencies and individuals. 
7. Workplace assessments required by an employee should be independent, follow clear guidelines and occur as soon as possible after an employee who is blind or vision impaired has started employment. Modifications should be approved in a timely manner. The best workplace options to meet the employee’s needs, rather than the least expensive, should be chosen.

REASONABLE ADJUSTMENTS AND INHERENT REQUIREMENTS

8. People who are blind or vision impaired may require some reasonable adjustments to be able to perform the ‘inherent’ or key requirements of a role to their full potential. The adjustments needed by an applicant or employee who is blind or vision impaired should be made in consultation with the person and/or an advocate and/or a professional who works with people who have vision impairments. 

9. Some tasks within a role can be very visual and can be very difficult for people who are blind or vision impaired to complete in a timely manner. Low level administration assists an employee to complete tasks that their sight levels make it too difficult, time consuming or impossible for them to complete unassisted. 
Such tasks might include reading of print mail, filling out printed forms and contracts, entry of data from a print copy into a database, reading print documents that the person has to sign, accessing data from an inaccessible database, sorting of printing or photocopying and accessing printed research. Low level assistance to complete some tasks can be a very effective tool to enable employees who are blind to do what they are employed to do.

10. Successful employment involves a working partnership between an employee who is able to perform the key requirements of a role (after adjustments have been made) and an employer whose expectations are being reasonably met. If an employee is unable to meet the inherent requirements of a role after adjustments and further investigations have been made, it is reasonable for a discussion to occur between the employee and employer to determine if the working partnership should continue, This should be no different to the process that would be used for any other employee within the organisation.  

11. As with any employee, dissatisfaction with an employee’s work performance should be documented, include clear examples and should be accessible to the employee. The employee should be entitled to seek the support of an advocate, disability employment consultant or other nominated representative.

DISCLOSURE OF DISABILITY 

12. People who are blind or vision impaired should be encouraged to talk with their employer about their disability related needs as soon as these needs have been identified, without fear that their job will be at risk. Clear policies should be developed by employers which outline: a clear process of what actions will be taken once a person has disclosed their disability, who within the workplace is required to know about the person’s disability in order to accommodate their needs, and how this information will be communicated. Employers should consult with a DES or groups specialising in disability employment to determine what will work best in their organisation. 

13. An employer should respect the right of a person who is blind or vision impaired to choose whether to disclose their disability to others in the workplace. 
AWARENESS OF DISABILITY WITHIN THE WORKPLACE

14. Large, medium and community organisations should develop staff training resources and team building exercises which bust myths about people with disabilities, including people who are blind or vision impaired. Training should be compulsory for all staff and occur during induction for new employees.    

15. To ensure that staff are aware of the needs of people with disabilities, staff publications should include articles on how to make sure that information is accessible, how to communicate information effectively (both in writing and when speaking) and include information about workplace subsidies and schemes that can assist employees with disability to perform the requirements of their role. 
SUPPORTING EMPLOYEES DURING VISION LOSS

16. It makes more sense to modify a role to retain a good worker than to replace them with someone who needs to be re-trained and may not bring the same skills, knowledge and experience to the role. Losing your sight is one of the most difficult transitions and challenges you can live through. A common experience among our members is difficulty holding on to employment during this very distressing time. Losing a job at the same time as losing sight can trap people in poverty and social exclusion that statistics show is very hard to escape again.

17. Governments, blindness agencies, employers and Disability Employment Network providers can all play a part in more effectively helping people who are losing their sight to hold on to employment or acquire new skills to move into other sectors of the labour market. Governments also need to adequately fund support services helping people new to vision loss obtain the blindness skills needed to do their work in a different way.

18. Governments need to maintain rights protection and flexibility in workplace laws to facilitate temporary changes such as leave to grieve vision loss, time off to re-train and acquire the new skills people who are blind use in the workplace and redesign work roles to maximise the contribution someone new to vision loss can make.

19. Blindness agencies need to build and maintain capability to deliver the integrated support and retraining a person losing their sight needs in order to stay engaged with employment and the labour market. This includes orientation and mobility, grief counselling, assistive technology training and support accessing mainstream education and training opportunities.

20. Employers need to have a kind heart and an open mind. When a valued employee loses their sight it does not necessarily mean that he or she has lost the ability to do their job, but it does mean there will be a transition period and the need to start doing some things a little differently. Employers also need to see that it makes good business sense to support valued employees through this process, given that good people are increasingly hard to find and that it is important for organisations to retain their workforces by demonstrating how much people are valued.

21. Disability Employment Network providers need to have a longer-term view and recognise that in some circumstances updating CVs and organising interviews is not the answer. Sometimes the road back to employment will be a longer one that requires people new to vision loss to go through a process of grieving, re-skilling and learning to do work differently.
Best practice dos:
1. In large organisations, it is essential that the manager of 
an employee who is blind or vision impaired is located in the same office. This enables the manager to gain an understanding of the strengths and challenges of the employee at a personal level. This can also minimise false conclusions and perceptions about the ability of the employee to complete tasks in their role and their work ethic and character.
2. A review of a person’s suitability to complete a role, if necessary, should be based solely on their ability and capacity and not on personal characteristics. If an employee is unable to complete certain tasks in their role, the employee should be offered a role of equal status and skills level to the one they occupied or, where possible, a new role be developed which allows the person to utilise their skills to their full potential.
3. Employers should make empathetic and sincere efforts to assist current employees whose sight may be deteriorating or who may acquire an additional disability while employed. Employers should work alongside employees to determine what valuable knowledge and skills they have in the context of their role and how these qualities can still be utilised which minimises stress on the employee. 
Worst practice don’ts

1. A significant loss of sight or the onset of a disability can happen to anyone. Employers should not immediately assume that this person can no longer complete the role.  Role modifications, or the development of new roles which will be of equal value to an organisation, should be pursued and discussed with the employee to find a workable solution. 
2. Employers should not unreasonably deny additional administrative assistance to an employee who is blind or vision impaired. Not all visual tasks are possible to complete using adaptive technology - employees who are blind or vision impaired should be reassured that they can request additional administration support to complete the tasks for which they are responsible, without fear of judgment regarding their ability to do the job.
3. Whilst adaptive technology can be very effective, employers should not assume that technology alone will solve all problems and make a role completely accessible. It is important that employers allow for other strategies, such as periodic sighted assistance, to cater for limitations in technology. 
Case study:

Using teamwork to deliver admin support to blind colleagues
Encouraging teamwork and flexibility in the workplace can be one way to provide blind employees with the administrative support we sometimes need. It can also deliver unexpected benefits.

Sean is a senior policy analyst with a government department in Canberra. He is also vision-impaired to the extent he cannot see text or icons on a computer monitor. He uses a screen reader, which reads aloud text with a synthetic voice. Sean uses this technology to produce written advice on social policy issues for government Ministers.

Sean likes to ask his sighted colleagues to proofread his work before submission to make sure that the visual presentation is spot on. He never has any trouble getting this administrative assistance, in no small measure because his junior colleagues see it as an opportunity to learn about the sensitive and confidential work that is usually not shared with them. 

Sean also recognises that asking his less experienced peers to give his work a visual once-over is a way he can develop their policy skills, confidence and knowledge about current priorities. It is a win-win for all involved and a creative way to deliver staff development and succession planning.

Sean's senior managers noticed that his habit of asking colleagues to proofread all his work improved the quality of product coming up the line to them. They have asked all staff to follow his lead and share draft work with someone else before submitting it for clearance to Ministers. What started as a request for administrative support by a blind employee had the unintended outcome of becoming an opportunity for a team to find a better way of doing business.

Everyone in the workplace has strengths and weaknesses, and often weaknesses can be much more severe than the challenges blind employees encounter with visual presentation of written work. In smart workplaces people use teamwork to cover each other's areas of weakness, to their mutual benefit and the advantage of their employer.
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