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What is this report about? 

This report is about what people with intellectual disability think of their jobs. 
It is about jobs in: 

 Open employment
This is having a job in any workplace with
support.

 ADEs
This is working at a workplace only for
people with disability.

 Social enterprises
This is working in a business set up to
make sure people with disability are
included.

In the report, people with intellectual disability talk about: 

 How they choose a job
 How they find a job
 How they keep their job
 What they do if they want to change jobs
 What was important about working in different jobs
 What they like about different jobs
 What they do not like about different jobs
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Who did the research?  

The Department of Human Services asked for 
the research to be done. They are part of the 
government.  

The Social Policy Research Centre and Southern 
Cross University did the research. 

 

 

 

Who took part?  

51 people with intellectual disability were in 
the research. To take part they had to:  

 Have a job 
 Live in Sydney or Northern Rivers 
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What the research found 

Choosing a job 

 

The research found that some people could not 
choose what job to do, because:  

 Parents or teachers chose for them  
 They did not have many options to 

choose from 

 

 

Some other people could choose what job to 
do. They found it easiest to choose when there 
were:  

 

 People who helped them decide 
 
 
 
 
 

 Services that helped them decide 
 
 
 
 
 

 Chances to find out about and try 
different jobs  
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Changing jobs 

 

The research found that lots of people in open 
employment had changed jobs when they 
didn’t want to, because:  

 Their workplace closed down 
 It was a short job and it finished  

 

 

Some people made their own decision to 
change jobs: 

 

 Sometimes this was moving from an ADE 
to open employment.   
 
These people wanted better pay or to 
work with people without disability as 
well. 
 
 
 
 

 Sometimes this was moving from open 
employment to an ADE or social 
enterprise.  
 
These people were treated badly in open 
employment and thought an ADE or 
social enterprise would feel safer.  
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What people thought was important about working  

 

People in open employment, ADEs and social 
enterprises all said that the most important 
things about working were:  

 Having friends and getting to know other 
people at work 

 Getting paid 

 

 

 

The next most important things to most people 
were: 

 Learning new skills 
 Having something to do  
 Having something to take part in 

 

 

 

Some people also said that other things were 
important to them, including:  

 Feeling good at work 
 Having rights at work 
 Doing what they wanted with their lives 

Mostly it was people working in open 
employment who mentioned feeling good, 
having rights and doing what they wanted to.   



X



XI
Social Policy Research Centre 2016
What do people with intellectual disability think about their jobs and the support they receive at work? 
A comparative study of three employment support models

People working in social enterprises said that: 

 
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What happens now?  

This information can be used to help know how to make working better for 
people with intellectual disability.  

  

For example, it shows that:  

 People need more help to choose, find, 
keep and change jobs, especially in open 
employment 
 
This help should include: 

o J-1(p)41 T]TJ
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�� People seeking work in open employment experienced many more barriers to finding work than people 
looking to work in supported employment or social enterprises. The barriers included ineffective or 
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�� Sometimes people had changed employment type. The most common routes were either: (a) moving out 
of an ADE into either open employment or social enterprises, because they wanted higher pay, better 
working conditions, more of a challenge or because they wanted to work with people other than people 
with disability; or (b) moving from open employment to an ADE or social enterprise, because they had a 
bad experience in open employment and so did not want to remain in an open workplace. 

Implications:

There needs to be support available to ensure that people with intellectual disability are making 
informed and supported choices about changing their employment type. This includes, but should 
not be limited to, assisting people who have had difficulty in either finding or maintaining work in 
open employment to consider staying with this employment type with a new employer or new DES, 
or to consider returning to open employment if they have already left. 

�� Many of the difficulties that people with intellectual disability experienced in their employment appear to be 
about the types of jobs available to them and/or their position in the labour market. Across all employment 
types, people with intellectual disability were working in entry-level and/or low-skilled positions. As 
such, they were subject to the tumultuous conditions of this section of the labour market, including low 
job stability, high turnover of jobs and employers, switching between low-skilled tasks, and lack of clear 
pathways into work. While the low-skilled work was similar across the different employment types, people 
in open employment appeared to be most vulnerable to these labour market conditions, as they did not 
have the interface of an ADE or social enterprise to ensure more job stability. 

Implications: 

Improving people with intellectual disability’s employment outcomes should be considered one 
of the reasons for and factors in improving conditions in the entry-level and/or low-skilled end of 
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�� Getting paid was an important component of material wellbeing for people with intellectual disability, 
regardless of their type of employment. While most people were conscious of balancing their pay so that 
they could also remain on the Disability Support Pension, the pension appeared to not be enough on 
its own for achieving material wellbeing and quality of life. Pay from working thus appeared to have an 
important role in allowing people with intellectual disability enough money to pay for aspects they enjoyed 
as well as their daily living expenses. This was the case across the different types of employment. 

Many people with intellectual disability did not criticise their pay arrangements. For some, this was 
because they were satisfied with their pay, while a large number of others appeared to be unaware of the 
details of their pay arrangements. Where they did criticise their pay arrangements, this happened across 
the different types of employment, although for different reasons in different employment types: low pay 
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1. Introduction

The Australian Government Department of Social Services (DSS) Disability and Employment Sector Reform 
Branch commissioned a comparative study of outcomes across a variety of employment support types for 
people with intellectual disability in Australia. The study was undertaken by the Social Policy Research Centre 
(SPRC) at UNSW Australia, in partnership with the Centre for Children and Young People at Southern Cross 
University and a community advisor, Robert Strike. This report details the findings of this study. 
In Australia, people with intellectual disability are supported to participate in a number of different types of 
employment: open employment in the open job market with support from Disability Employment Services 
(DES); supported employment through Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs); and social enterprise 
employment. The study focused on understanding the perceptions and perspectives of people with 
intellectual disability working in these different types of employment about their working lives. It explored the 
following research questions:

�� How do people with intellectual disability perceive their employment and what do they value, or not, 
about their employment?  How does this differ across employment types?

�� What are the everyday experiences and perceptions of people with intellectual disability in 
employment, including of being supported to find, choose and maintain employment? How does this 
differ across employment types? 

�� How, and in what circumstances, are people with intellectual disability supported to change their 
employment choice? How are their employment options determined? What choices and decision-making 
support is available? Are their employment choices supported?

�� What are the employment outcomes for people with intellectual disability in relation to social 
inclusion, social and economic participation and quality of life? How do outcomes differ across 
employment types? How do the Australian outcomes compare to outcomes internationally? 

The findings of the study answer the research questions and are detailed in later sections of this report. 
The findings are divided into two sections. The first section of the findings is about experiences in and 
perceptions of employment, including the opportunities and barriers that people with intellectual disability 
perceive in choosing, finding, maintaining and changing their employment. The second section of the findings 
is about likes, dislikes and outcomes from employment, including a set of outcomes that map to concepts of 
social inclusion, social and economic participation and quality of life. 



6

1   Introduction

Social Policy Research Centre 2016
What do people with intellectual disability think about their jobs and the support they receive at work?  
A comparative study of three employment support models

1.1	 Terminology
This report uses the terms ‘open employment’, ‘supported employment’ and ‘social enterprise employment’ 
to refer to the types of employment examined in the study. Terminology in this area is, however, inconsistent 
nationally and internationally. Accordingly, Table 1 defines each of the terms as they are used in this report 
and highlights other terms which are used in other national and international contexts for the same types of 
employment described here. 

Table 1 Terminology used in this report
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2. Background

2.1	 Policy context
People with intellectual disability in Australia have poorer employment outcomes compared to both people 
with other types of disability and people without disability. In 2012, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
showed that:

�� Only 39% of people with intellectual disability were in the workforce, compared to 55% of people with other 
types of disability and 83% of people without disability

�� Only 12% of people with intellectual disability were employed full-time, compared to 32% of people with 
other types of disability and 55% of people without disability 

�� 20% of people with intellectual disability were unemployed, compared to 8% of people with other types of 
disability and 5% of people without disability

�� 61% of people with intellectual disability were not in the workforce, compared to 50% of people with other 
types of disability and 18% of people without disability (ABS, 2012).

Further, the rate of employment of people with disability in Australia is low compared to many other 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) nations, with Australia ranking 21st
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Set against this context, Australia has increased its funding to support the employment of people with 
disability, including intellectual disability, and linked this to strong policy statements about the positive 
effects of employment for social inclusion (Dempsey and Ford, 2009). Improving the participation of people 
with disability in the economic life of Australia and in employment are part of the principles guiding the 
National Disability Strategy 2010–2020 and the National Disability Insurance Scheme, with estimates that the 
Scheme has the potential to have up to 320,000 more people with disability employed by 2050 (Productivity 
Commission, 2011). 

However, understanding how to improve the rate of employment and experience of work of people with 
intellectual disability requires knowing more about their employment experiences (Dempsey and Ford, 2009). 
Nationally, there is little meaningful data reflecting people with intellectual disability’s own perspectives about 
their working lives, their experiences in different types of employment, and their experiences of trying to find 
and maintain work. 

This study aims to provide new evidence in this area, by answering the research questions in Section 1 and 
examining the three types of employment in which people with intellectual disability in Australia are supported 
to participate: 

�� open employment through Disability Employment Services (DES; employing 6.9% of people with 
intellectual disability in Australia in 2012–2013; Inclusion Australia, 2015b) 

�� supported employment through Australian Disability Enterprises (ADEs; employing 21.3% of people with 
intellectual disability in Australia in 2012–2013; Inclusion Australia, 2015b) 

�� social enterprise employment (employing an unknown number of people with intellectual disability in 
Australia). 

The evidence provided in this study is situated within a broader national and international literature base.  
A brief account of the literature is provided in the following section. 

2.2	 Literature review
A literature review was conducted, examining English language national and international academic 
and ‘grey’ literature about outcomes across different types of employment for people with intellectual 
disability. Search terms included combinations of phrases including ‘disability’, ‘intellectual disability’, ‘work’, 
‘employment’ (including ‘open employment’, ‘mainstream employment’, ‘supported employment’, ‘sheltered 
employment’, ‘social enterprise’ and ‘social firms’).

The literature review highlighted that a lot of research has been done on the employment of people with 
intellectual disability, but there are a number of areas in which further knowledge is needed, particularly in the 
Australian context. Rather than providing the full literature review, the information below briefly summarises 
these gap areas, highlighting how this report contributes new information in these areas and thus contributes 
to expanding knowledge of people with intellectual disability’s experiences in different types of employment in 
Australia. 

Experiences of people with intellectual disability living in Australia

Most studies of the employment of people with intellectual disability are from the United States (Migliore et 
al., 2007, Timmons et al., 2011, Cimera, 2011, 2012, Kramer et al., 2013, Parker Harris et al., 2014), United 
Kingdom (Banks et al., 2010, Forrester-Jones et al., 2010, Hall and Wilton, 2011) or, less commonly, from 
Europe (Taanila et al., 2005, Beyer et al., 2010b) or Asia (Li, 1998). Very few are from Australia. By drawing on 
the accounts of people with intellectual disability employed in Australia, this study contributes important and 
needed information on employment experiences and outcomes in the Australian context. 
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Everyday experiences in supported employment

While commonly reporting on poor outcomes from supported employment (Kilsby and Beyer, 1996; Kober 
and Eggleton, 2005; Migliore et al., 2007; Cimera, 2011, 2012), there is less examination of how supported 
employment is experienced on an everyday basis from the perspective of people with intellectual disability 
themselves. However, given the international move away from supported employment models, this information 
is important for understanding what needs or functions supported employment fulfils for employees. New 
information could contribute to understanding of what needs other types of employment would be required 
to address and what specific support and/or guidance employees would need were they to move out of 
supported employment. By talking to people with intellectual disability working in supported employment in 
ADEs, and analysing the data against a framework that includes everyday experiences and perceptions, this 
study contributes to this area.

Experiences in and outcomes from social enterprise employment

As the newest type of employment for people with intellectual disability in Australia, there is currently very 
little known about the experiences of people with intellectual disability working in Australian social enterprises 
and the outcomes they gain from their work. There are no specific studies of people with intellectual disability 
working in social enterprises in Australia. Evidence from Europe and the United Kingdom however suggests 
that this type of employment has benefits for wellbeing, independence, life experience, self-esteem and 
satisfaction (Durie and Wilson, 2007; Forrester-Jones et al., 2010; World Health Organisation, 2011) and that 
it strikes an effective balance between the demands of an employer and the support and accommodation 
needs of a worker with intellectual disability (Hall and Wilton, 2011). By including people with intellectual 
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3.	 Research methods

The core focus of the research was to understand the perspectives of people with intellectual disability. 
As such, a qualitative study was designed, based on interviews with people with intellectual disability with 
accessibility supports available to maximise participation by a wide range of people. This allowed people with 
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3.2	 Interviews 
Data was collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews with people with intellectual disability 
working in open employment, supported employment, social enterprises, and who were transitioning to work. 
Participants had the choice to either participate in an individual interview or an interview in a small group. 
Thirty-eight people elected to do an individual interview and 13 people participated in a group interview of 
2–3 people. Both interview types were conducted using the same interview structure and questions. The 
interview topics included:

�� Details of the participant’s current job – where they work, what tasks they do, how many days they work 
and how long they have been in that job

�� Previous employment – whether they have ever changed jobs, how and why this happened and what the 
experience of changing jobs was like

�� The participant’s perceptions of their job/s – what they like and dislike about their current and past jobs, 
why and how they chose the jobs they have and have had, how they got those jobs, perceptions of the 
support/assistance they receive or have received to do well at their jobs and their social experiences at 
work; and why they choose to work in general

�� Perceptions of their aspirations or ideal job and if they feel that is possible for them.

Modified questions were used for participants who were currently transitioning into employment, which 
focused only on the questions relevant to them. See Appendix A for both sets of interview questions.

3.3	 Accessibility
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3.5	 Analysis
The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed and then coded and analysed against a comparative 
analysis framework.

The analysis framework used for the study, and shown in Table 2, has two sections. The first section includes 
the characteristics of the different employment types. It includes formal characteristics, such as formally 
provided assistance in each type of employment to choose, find, maintain and change jobs. It also includes 
the characteristics of each type of employment as they are experienced and perceived by people with 
intellectual disability, including their everyday experiences in employment and what they do and do not value 
about their work. 

The second section of the analysis framework covers the outcomes from the different types of employment. 
Seven outcome domains were identified (see Table 2), based on collating the markers of quality of life, 
social and economic participation and social inclusion, identified in Section 2.1 as important outcome areas 
resulting from employment (Australian Social Inclusion Board, 2012; Purcal et al., 2014; McClure et al., 2015). 

Some components were also added inductively to the analysis framework, based on participants’ data, 
including collecting information on the work-related aspirations of people with intellectual disability, examples 
of employers exerting authority over employees and other factors that impact employment experiences. 
Participants’ data was thematically analysed against this conceptual framework using NVivo 10. 

Table 2 Analysis framework
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Outcomes of the employment type

Quality of life (Purcal et al., 
2014)

Social and economic 
engagement (McClure et al., 
2015)

Social inclusion (Australian 
Social Inclusion Board, 
2012)
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4. Research participants 

Fifty-one people with intellectual disability living in Sydney and the Northern Rivers, and working in open 
employment, supported employment and social enterprises or transitioning to work, participated in the study. 
The composition of the sample is detailed in Table 3 by employment type and geographic location. 

It is important to note that several social enterprises in the sample were run by ADEs. For the purpose of 
this report, however, they are treated the same as other social enterprises and included within the social 
enterprise category. 

Table 3 Sampling frame

Total

Open employment Sydney 9

Northern Rivers 5

Sub-total 14

Supported employment Sydney 10

Northern Rivers 10

Sub-total 20

Social enterprise employment Sydney 6

Northern Rivers 6

Sub-total 12

Transitioning to work Sydney 3

Northern Rivers 2

Sub-total 5

Overall total 51

Attention was paid to ensuring diversity across a range of demographic factors, including age, gender, 
cultural background and geographical location. As indicated in Table 4, the sample is relatively evenly spread 
with regard to gender and geographical location; represents a range of ages (although with a notably larger 
sample aged in their 20s and 30s); and includes a small subset of people from a culturally and linguistically 
diverse background. Despite efforts for recruitment diversity, no Indigenous participants were found. 
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Table 4 Demographic characteristics 

n %
Age Teens 2 3.9

20s 21 41.2

30s 18 35.3

40s 6 11.8

50s 3 5.9

60s 1 2.0

Total 51 100.0

Gender Female 25 49.0

Male 26 51.0

Total 51 100.0

Cultural background Culturally and linguistically diverse 7
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5. 
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Aside from packaging, other ADE tasks included kitchen work (serving food or filling fridges at the ADE), 
work in a plant nursery (watering, pruning, weeding, lawn mowing), and dismantling machinery. Two people 
had driver’s licences and either made deliveries for the ADE or drove a forklift. One person had reached the 
level of Assistant Supervisor in his ADE, which involved a range of tasks, such as organising jobs for other 
employees, computer work and completing basic paperwork.

5.1.3	 Social enterprise

In social enterprises, the people with intellectual disability in the study commonly did a small suite of tasks, 
depending on the subject matter of the business they were working for. The social enterprises that employed 
the participants in the study were two coffee shops, a craft store, a plant nursery, a computer-based service, 
and a steel-work work crew. 

Accordingly, people working in these businesses performed tasks including serving customers and 
answering phones; data entry; making coffee; making compost; sorting and scanning documents; and 
sorting and clearing small pieces of steel from worksites. While some of their work was similar to tasks done 
in ADEs (for example, the nursery work), in general, the social enterprise roles involved a larger degree 
of contact with members of the public than in ADEs. Other common tasks in social enterprises included 
participating in training or other learning about the subject matter of the business; for example, participating in 
on-the-job training in how to use new computer programs, learning about different types of plants, or learning 
how to work in a barista role.

5.1.4	 Work days and hours and use of time off

Across all types of employment, it was very common for the people with intellectual disability in the study 
to work part-time, usually two to three days a week and often only in the morning or afternoon, rather than 
a full day. Only a minority of people worked full-time or full days in any of the types of employment included 
in the research. Often people’s part-time days and hours were because of health-related issues, fatigue, or 
because they had been advised that they had to work part-time in order to continue to qualify for a Disability 
Support Pension. Several people wished to work more hours, but found that this option was not available to 
them. This is further detailed in Section 5.4.2. 

People with intellectual disability varied in their use of their days off. Some people said that they had little 
to do except for work. Others mentioned a range of activities related to leisure (watching TV, using an 
iPad, making jewellery, art, bowling or spending time with friends, boyfriends, girlfriends or parents), self-
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5.2	 Choosing employment

5.2.1	 Opportunities for choosing employment 

Across all employment types, some people felt that they had the opportunity to choose where they were 
going to work while others did not. In general, people working in open employment and social enterprises 
tended to make stronger statements of their own decision-making, however, people in supported employment 
rarely appeared to feel that they were entirely without their own control over their decisions.
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Well, I didn’t really have a choice, I did do some work experience at a [sport] shop and there wasn’t 
much option apart from here [at the plant nursery], because they didn’t take me on at the [sport] shop 
… I am still feeling a bit disappointed because it is not what I really want to do.
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I applied for [the job] myself. I had to send in a covering letter and my friend typed it and I sent it 
away with my resume and I had an interview with my supervisor and I got the job (47-year-old woman, 
regional, working in an open employment role in a hotel).

Other people who helped in the search for work included teachers, career advisors, and people working in 
the management of ADEs. Notably few people spoke about disability support workers assisting with their job 
search, although the disability service provider who ran one man’s supported accommodation had helped 
him and a colleague find employment. 

Second, people spoke about using a range of aspects from the service system to help them find work. 
The most common were schools, Transition to Work programs, ADE recruiting programs and DES, while 
other aspects less commonly mentioned included Community Participation programs and drawing on 
jobs advertised in the newspaper or on job seeking websites online. These aspects of the service system 
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Other preparatory experiences included those that built work-related skills; for example, it was common 
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I just reckon they should just sort of maybe help you, not just ‘Do this’ and ‘Do that, hope you get a job’. 
Just maybe more mental and physical sort of like – help you, make phone calls for you or something 
(29-year-old woman, urban, currently working in an ADE). 

Another person explained that while the DES had been searching for a job for her, she felt that they did 
not consider her preferences and, as a consequence, they would only search for jobs that she found 
unchallenging and unsuitable:

[The DES] couldn’t find the job that suited [me]. They wouldn’t think outside the square box, they didn’t 
job match to jobs that suited me, they would just only ever go for basic roles (30-year-old woman, 
urban, working in open employment doing advocacy work).

The same person also highlighted that she faced barriers to becoming more qualified or participating in 
further training to take up more than the basic roles, because – as far as she knew – the DES had a budget 
and mandate to help people find work, but not to support up-skilling or education:

In the end … they said, ‘We’re only getting funding to find work’ – they don’t actually get a lot of funding 
for education. So if I wanted to do something all they would do is tell me to go to TAFE and that was it, 
there was no financial support. So if you wanted to do something that was $1,000 they wouldn’t pay that 
$1,000 and then, you know, organise what you need and you turn up, gain that qualification.

I said to them that I do want to gain [a higher TAFE certificate]. But even I showed them a class that’s 
currently available they won’t even assist and everything, they won’t unless an employer’s given them a 
letter that it’s guaranteed this person will get a job.

Another person similarly emphasised that the helpfulness of the DES was constrained by lack of funding for 
education: 

At first I had help from the agency … I have to say they weren’t really helpful, like I wanted to do 
things in aged care, and I went to them and told them that I wanted to do TAFE and work in aged care 
and what I wanted to do. And I went with her to TAFE and [they said] they don’t have anyone to help 
you take your notes because of the funding (47-year-old woman, regional, currently working in open 
employment in a hotel).
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Second, people mentioned a range of supportive relationships in the workplace that helped them to maintain 
their employment. These relationships were supportive in that they offered a combination of practical 
assistance and trust. People with intellectual disability often had an assigned supervisor – or commonly 
more than one – who they could ask for assistance with any issues that came up in the workplace. Trusting 
relationships with supervisors appeared to be key in helping people to maintain employment, irrespective 
of employment type. These relationships could help with trouble-shooting, with resolving disputes with 
colleagues, and with providing general emotional support. One man in a transition to work position in a social 
enterprise also highlighted that a trusting relationship with the social enterprise staff allowed him to be upfront 
about his support needs, which in turn allowed the social enterprise to better cater to what he needed to 
maintain his role. 

In addition to supervisors, peer support from other employees was also a feature in some workplaces. This 
was more common in supported employment or social enterprise employment where there were also other 
people with disability. One woman mentioned a ‘buddy system’ that was a feature of her work in an ADE, 
where employees with disability were paired up to assist each other:

I got the help that I need at the moment … I have a buddy system … [My buddy] helps me in guiding 
me. If people don’t understand me, then she’ll try to understand me and then tell the other person … If 
I have a problem, I can tell my buddy. And it’s easier to communicate with my buddy because she can 
understand me and I can understand her (34-year-old woman, urban, working in an ADE).

Another person mentioned that the social enterprise in which she works has a ‘worker’s meeting’ where 
colleagues collaboratively talk about and solve issues together:

So in the beginning you weren’t so happy [at your job]?

No.

So what was it in the beginning that made you unhappy?

It was too hard at the beginning, staff and something … but I solved everything.

How did you do that?

We have a worker’s meeting and we go around with a stick and we talk about problems and we all 
solve it. So people helped me solve it in the worker’s meeting (34-year-old woman, regional, working in 
a social enterprise plant nursery). 

In open employment, people with intellectual disability also mentioned the role of the ‘maintenance 
consultants’ who visited them weekly, fortnightly or monthly from the DES who had assisted them to find 
work.1 Most people enjoyed the company of their maintenance consultant and recounted him or her asking 
questions about how they were going at work and at home, both to them and to their supervisor, as well 
as sometimes checking safety requirements or observing them doing their tasks at work. One person 
commented on the benefits of three-way communication between herself, her maintenance consultant and 
her employer:

[The maintenance consultant] made it easier because I could have someone to help me and to talk 
about stuff that I was having problems with. But I also had someone at work that I could talk to about 
my problem and it made it easier because they could talk to employment service with me as well 
(34-year-old woman, urban, currently working in an ADE, talking about a time when she previously 
worked in open employment).

Other than the quote above, people with intellectual disability rarely made direct comments on how the 
maintenance consultants had assisted them with specific issues, but appeared to generally appreciate their 
visits as helpful. This reflects the purpose of ‘maintenance’, where a small degree of ongoing support can 

1	
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prevent larger issues from accumulating and needing to be dealt with. In this sense, the maintenance visits 
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I used to work five days a week and one day they called me into the office and said ‘Why don’t you 
have a day off?’ Something to do with the money or what have you. Anyway, I was working four days 
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So you said earlier that your dream is to open a restaurant and that your [support worker] is going to try 
and help you do it?

Yeah, because they’re very supportive too.

What’s the [support worker] going to do to try and help?

Well, like she’s given me – well, she hasn’t really said anything to me but she’s been giving me like 
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Notably, some people said that they had needed to gain qualifications in order to be in the jobs they were 
currently in; for example, one person who had had to get a TAFE certificate in sewing before she could work 
in a sewing role for an ADE. In this sense, the people who were working towards TAFE qualifications may 
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There’s not much point in me joining any job agency now because I already have a job and the job 
agencies tend to sort of – as far as help goes tend to favour people who don’t have jobs and so there 
wouldn’t be much point in me joining.

Another woman, who worked for a social enterprise café run by an ADE, aspired to leave the ADE and get off 
the pension: ‘I’m planning to get off the pension and see if I can work – I want to work open employment, like 
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6.	� Employment likes, dislikes and outcomes

Beyond experiences of choosing, finding, maintaining and changing employment, the other important areas 
that people with intellectual disability spoke about in the study were (a) their likes and dislikes about their 
employment circumstances and (b) the outcomes they felt they gained or did not gain from working. 

People with an intellectual disability’s comments about their likes, dislikes and outcomes are discussed in the 
sections below. The analysis first ranks the most common likes and dislikes by employment type and then 
discusses the employment outcomes in more detail, mapped against the analytical framework of the study. 
Section 6.2 then looks at the complexity of some people’s statements about the outcomes they gain from 
working and Section 6.3 examines the few direct comparisons that people with intellectual disability made 
between the different types of employment.

6.1	 Likes and dislikes about employment
Across the different employment types, people with intellectual disability cited many aspects that they liked 
and valued about their jobs. While some people only mentioned one aspect that they liked, most people 
mentioned multiple elements that made them enjoy their jobs. The findings are summarised in Table 5, 
ranking what people said they liked about their jobs in different types of employment.

Table 5 Ranked likes about employment by employment type

Open employment

1.	 Relationships

2.	 Getting paid

3.	 Pride/meaning in work; 
something to do; enjoy work 
tasks

Supported employment 

1.	 Relationships

2.	 Getting paid

3.	 Something to do

4.	 Enjoy work tasks

Social enterprises 

1.	 Relationships

2.	 Enjoy work tasks

3.	 Getting paid; skill 
development/working towards 
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Table 6 Ranked dislikes about employment by employment type

Open employment

1.	 Physical discomfort at work

2.	 Boredom/need more of a 
challenge/want more variety; 
limited or unsuitable work 
days or hours

3.	 Poor attitudes from or conflicts 
with staff/managers

Supported employment 

1.	 Conflicts with colleagues

2.	 Physical discomfort at work; 
poor attitudes from or conflicts 
with staff/managers

3.	 Boredom/need more of a 
challenge/want more variety

Social enterprises 

1.	 Physical discomfort at work; 
poor attitudes from or conflicts 
with staff/managers; limited or 
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Some people had met a boyfriend, girlfriend or spouse at work and this was particularly valued. In open 
employment, people also sometimes spoke about enjoying relationships with customers at retail stores, 
cafés and hotels. In this sense, they enjoyed relationships at work that gave them access to peers and to the 
community.

Sometimes conflicts with peers and/or colleagues at work were also mentioned. Notably, in ADEs, the most 
commonly mentioned dislike of work was conflicts with colleagues (see Table 6). Most often this referred to 
one or a few particular people that people with intellectual disability disliked or had conflict with, or to general 
low-level conflict in the workplace:

[Woman’s name] annoys me all the time … I do my work, [she’s a] stupid person (37-year-old woman, 
urban, working in an ADE). 

I don’t like the arguments and bitching and carry on with the other workers (44-year- old man, regional, 
working in an ADE). 

While people mostly referred to small-scale personality conflicts, in a small number of instances the conflict 
involved appeared to border on bullying. 

Alongside their relationships with friends, peers and colleagues, people with intellectual disability also spoke 
about their relationships with supervisors and, in ADEs and social enterprises, with the support staff who 
were there to assist people with disability in their work. Many people mentioned positive relationships in this 
context, where they trusted their supervisors or support staff and found them kind and helpful:

The people are nice. I can go to them and ask questions if I need to and all that (21-year-old woman, 
urban, working in open employment doing office work). 

My boss – she’s kind and she’s really nice to me (23-year-old man, urban, working in open employment 
in fast food).

He’s good, he’s a nice bloke, he’s good to work with. And he’s our safety manager (31-year-old man, 
urban, working in open employment in a supermarket).

I like coming here, I like the people, the supervisors are lovely (62-year-old woman, regional, working in 
an ADE).

People around here are nice (50-year-old man, regional, working in a social enterprise plant nursery).

However, poor attitudes from or conflicts with supervisors or support staff were also commonly mentioned 
dislikes of work across all types of employment (see Table 6). Similar to relationships with colleagues, most 
experiences in this respect were at the level of personality conflicts or finding supervisors or staff ‘stroppy’ 
(31-year-old woman, regional, working in an ADE), although in a small number of instances workplace bullying 
had occurred and/or other staff had been drawn in to fix the problem: 

What don’t you like about your job?

Getting bullied.

Have you been bullied here?
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In this sense, the positive relationships involved in work were one of the most valued employment outcomes, 
but poor relationships in the workplace could also be a major source of frustration for many people, 
sometimes to the extent of threatening personal wellbeing. Working thus gives people with intellectual 
disability access to friends, peers, mentors and the community, which they emphasise as valuable, but there 
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busy to teach new skills. A small number of people in ADEs had progressed through on-the-job training to the 
point where they were now working at a higher level than their colleagues, thus indicating the possibility of 
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development available through working in the social enterprise was important to a broader change in 
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It just gets me out of the house basically. It gives me something to do. I’d be cleaning the house, doing 
the same thing every day. Just boring (23-year-old man, regional, working in an ADE).

What makes [your work] good? 

Happy! Makes you smile. 

Why are you happy? 

Gives something to do! Better than staying home (32-year-old man, urban, working in an ADE).

What do you get out of working? Why is it good for you? 

Something to do. Exciting (30-year-old woman, urban, working in open employment doing office work). 

In ADEs in particular, people often expressed this as the importance of ‘getting out of the house’. The value 
people placed on having something to do and getting out of the house speaks to the experience of a group 
that is often socially excluded and disengaged; the productivity and participation involved in work is a 
valuable aspect for them, as it counteracts social exclusion. 

Another element of participation was enjoying or not enjoying the tasks that they took part in at work. Across 
all the employment types, some people mentioned enjoying their work tasks. In open employment, people 
enjoyed serving food, using the cash register, cooking and doing office tasks. In ADEs, weighing or packing 
chocolate, looking after plants and driving were favoured tasks. In social enterprises, people mentioned 
working in the nursery and planting seeds, using a ‘mixing machine’, and making coffee as enjoyable. There 
were others who did not like the tasks they did at work. As noted in the next section of the report, these 
were mainly tasks that involved strenuous or repetitive work, or hot and/or noisy workplaces. This could 
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6.2.5	Personal wellbeing

Aspects of personal wellbeing were an important outcome of employment for some people with intellectual 
disability, although these issues were mentioned significantly less often than the other outcome areas detailed 
so far. When referencing personal wellbeing, the participants in the study typically either implied that their 
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(for example, where another colleague had a morning tea put on for her for achieving a training certificate, 
but the participant had not), and when they were actively discriminated against (for example, a man who was 
blamed for a crime he did not commit). These rights, respect and equity violations were only mentioned by 
people working in open employment, not by people currently working in ADEs or social enterprises, as all 
employees there had a disability and were treated equally. However, some people who had left ADEs and 
were now working in open employment commented on rights and respect issues there in retrospect, such as 
leaving the ADE because they wanted more pay, equal to others in society.

Overall, what stands out from these findings is that it was predominantly (although not exclusively) people 
working in open employment who were talking about rights, respect and equity (whether or not these were 
achieved) and that only a much smaller number of people from the other employment types referenced these 
areas. This may indicate that people working in open employment are more concerned about rights, respect 
and equity or, alternatively, may simply indicate that they have the most knowledge or education in this area 
and that people in the other employment types could benefit from more information provided to them about 
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I like being paid [potential outcome: material wellbeing] here and just trying to take care of plants 
[potential outcome: participation – enjoys tasks] and trying to get the job done and be – and feel that 
the supervisor [is] pretty proud of me [potential outcome: rights, respect and equity] (29-year-old 
man, urban, working in an ADE plant nursery; emphasis added).
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6.4.2
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Another man who had previously been in open employment but was now working for an ADE said that he 
would not go back to open employment because he had been discriminated against and accused of a crime 
there that he had not committed and thus did not find open employment to be supportive. 

As such, there appeared to be a tendency to see the workplace culture of social enterprises and, often, ADEs 
as more supportive and understanding than open employment. 

6.6.4	� Supported employment was perceived as easier to get into and as offering more 
job stability than open employment

One person highlighted that although she did not like the pay arrangements in the ADE she worked in, she 
found the ADE easier to secure a job in than open employment – she had been knocked back from several 
open employers and had come to the decision that she would trade-off ease of entry against pay. First she 
said:

I know that supported employment wages is a bit crappy, but open employment is a bit harder to get 
into (34-year-old woman, urban, working in an ADE). 

She then went on to explain:

But [open employment] was a bit more difficult to get into. I had someone help me with my application 
forms and that was more difficult to get into than supported employment, whereas supported 
employment was a bit easier to get into … I found it much easier to get into supported [employment] 
than open [employment]. 

Another person had been unwilling to go without pay or being productive while looking for a job in open 
employment, so chose to work in an ADE where she knew she already had guaranteed work. Again, ease of 
entry and secured work was important to her. 

Further to these two people who made direct comparisons, the findings in Section 5.4.2 highlight that many 
people found that there was greater job stability in ADEs than in open employment. They appeared to choose 
to work in ADEs because they valued stability over their precarious work experience when trying to find and 
keep work in open employment. In this respect, while some people with intellectual disability had looked for 
work or wanted to look for work in open employment, the practical realities of ease of entry, finding a job when 
one wanted to, and having job stability meant that they nevertheless sometimes favoured ADEs over open 
employment options. 

Looking across these various reasons for preferring one of the employment types over another highlights 
that people’s employment choices appear to depend on what they value most in choosing between different 
options – whether they opt for greater support and less discrimination in the workplace, ease of entry to work 
and job stability, or whether they would prefer greater community involvement and higher rates of pay. The 
different considerations involved highlight that some people with intellectual disability may be making trade-
offs between different benefits and drawbacks and that different employment options may be preferred 
by different people because they have different priorities. Where people want to prioritise community 
involvement and higher pay, they may opt for open employment. However, where they seek stability and 
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�� Sometimes people had changed employment type. The most common routes were either: (a) moving out of 
an ADE into either open employment or social enterprises because they wanted higher pay, better working 
conditions, more of a challenge, or because they wanted to work with people other than people with 
disability; or (b) moving from open employment to an ADE or social enterprise because they had a bad 
experience in open employment and so did not want to remain in an open workplace. 

Implications:

There needs to be support available to ensure that people with intellectual disability are making 
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�� Getting paid was an important component of material wellbeing for people with intellectual disability, 
regardless of their type of employment. While most people were conscious of balancing their pay so that 
they could also remain on the Disability Support Pension, the pension appeared to not be enough on 
its own for achieving material wellbeing and quality of life. Pay from working thus appeared to have an 
important role in allowing people with intellectual disability enough money to pay for aspects they enjoyed 
(for example, the costs associated with spending time with friends and family, holidays, community 
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Implications:
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Appendix A: Interview questions

Interview questions for people with intellectual disability who are 
already working

(1) Employment history

(1a) Current job

Objective details

��
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�� What was it like changing jobs? What happened? What help did you get? How did it go? [i.e. Did it go well/
badly?]

(2) Ideal employment

�� If you could choose any job, what would it be? Why?

�� Do you think that’s something that could really happen for you? Why?/Why not?

Interview quetsions for people with intelectual disability who are 
transitioning to employment

(1) Objective details

�� Where are you hoping to work? 

�� What do you want to do in your job?

�� How long have you been getting ready [preparing] to work?

�� What have you been doing to get ready [prepare] to work?

(2) Perceptions

�� Why do you want to work? / What is important to you about working? 

�� What do you think will be good and bad about your working?

(3) Choice

�� How have you been deciding where and when to work? 




