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OUR VISION

Vision Australia is a living partnership between people who are blind, sighted or have low vision. We are united by our passion that in the future people who are blind or have low vision will have access to and fully participate in every part of life they choose.

Introduction

While, figures from the Australia Bureau of Statistics show that about 10% of people with a Vision Impairment are unemployed, other evidence suggests the actual proportion is far higher.

This survey was undertaken to establish an accurate level of employment nationally amongst people who are blind or have low vision, and to discover the reasons people are not working. Additional information about levels of underemployment, limitations in job functions and assistance used was also requested to help guide both Vision Australia's assistance to those that wish to work, as well as to influence local and national policy.

The survey was conducted with the assistance of Blind Citizens Australia and Royal Guide Dogs Association of Tasmania who supported the survey by promoting it to their members and soliciting participants.

Scope

Between September 2006 and January 2007, nearly 2000 people were interviewed in relation to their employment status. The survey was conducted by telephone and was administered by trained consultants to participants across Australia.

This resulted in insights from 1864 respondents who were blind or have low vision (i.e. a vision impairment that cannot be corrected by glasses), aged between 15 and 64 years of age.

Key Findings

Unemployment levels are high

69% of people of working age who are blind or have low vision are not in paid employment. Even if those who are identified as unemployed for reasons of retirement, education, homemaking or as a lifestyle choice are excluded, those who are blind or have low vision are four and a half times more likely to be unemployed than the national average. That is, 63% of the potential labour force with a vision impairment are unemployed, compared to 14% for the population as a whole.

There are many “discouraged workers” who could potentially join the workforce

Four out of every ten people of working age who are blind or have low vision indicate they are unemployed not by their own choice, but are not actively looking for a job. By contrast, the proportion of the population in this “discouraged workers” category at a national level is only 8%.

In fact, only 13% of those who are unemployed not by choice and who are blind or have low vision are actively looking for work.

The proportion of long-term unemployed (those who are unemployed for more than a year) throughout Australia is 33%.  This compares with 50% of respondents indicating they have been looking for work for over 12 months. Further, survey respondents indicated they spend fewer hours per week actively looking for work as the duration of their job hunting increases.

The levels of under-employment (time-based) is higher than national averages

46% of the employed population who are blind or have low vision are working part-time. Furthermore, 13% of those employed indicate they are working part-time because they are unable to find a full-time job. For the Australian population as a whole, the corresponding figures are 28% and 6% respectively. Hence, those who are blind or have low vision are twice as likely to be under-employed than the general population.

There is a higher need for technical skills amongst people who are blind or have low vision

There is a heavier concentration of employment for people who are blind or have low vision in non-manual or non-labour positions. Therefore, the need for this group to be computer-literate and/or to possess other technical skills is elevated. Further, it is clear that the higher the level of education possessed by a person who is blind or has low vision, the more likely they will be employed. Similarly, the more formats of material they can access, the higher their employment opportunities.

Whilst there is a positive relationship between education levels and employment rates, even among blind or low vision post-graduate degree holders, 34% do not have a job. 

There are many barriers, albeit unintentional, that prevent equal access to the jobs

Nearly four in every ten job applicants who are blind or have low vision reported difficulties with one or more of their applications. The largest barriers reported included difficulties completing paper forms, problems accessing online applications though specialist technology, difficulties reading print material provided to them at interviews or in assessment centres, needing a drivers licence to comply with selection criteria, and encountering employers who had preconceived ideas about the capabilities (or disabilities) of the applicant.

Amongst the employed population who are blind or have low vision, nearly four out of ten believed that they were limited in their job functions because of their vision. The majority felt they were limited by an inability to access information (such as reading print material or accessing software on computers). However, many indicated they were simply unable to do the job as well as they desired.

35% of survey respondents aged under 25 years indicated that they did not receive career guidance at schools appropriate to their level of vision impairment.

Access to services

Job seekers who are blind or have low vision are 64% more likely to be employed if they have used Vision Australia’s Employment services or services of the Disability Employment Network (DEN) compared to those who do not use these services. 

Approximately twice as many job seekers who are blind or have low vision use Job Network services compared to DEN, even though these services only lift the likelihood of employment by 24%. This difference is greatest amongst job seekers with low vision, where only 41% of those using Job Networks are employed compared to 64% of those having used DEN.

For a person who is blind or has low vision, the presence of a secondary disability impacts severely on the likelihood of being employed. Of those who reported a second disability, 82.4% stated that they were unemployed. This group was also less likely to be actively looking for work.

Opportunities

Sharing of knowledge about unemployment

The overall level of unemployment amongst those who are blind or have low vision is comparable to levels reported in international studies. Opportunities exist for Vision Australia to consult and cooperate with International Blindness agencies and other research teams to share information and determine a unified way forward.

Rediscovering discouraged workers

On the basis of the large proportion of “discouraged workers” amongst those who are blind or have low vision, the largest impact can be made by encouraging those who have stopped looking for work to return to the employment market, and to resource the capability to place them into suitable employment. Vision Australia operates a government funded employment service and, as a result of this research, the organisation will embark on an advertising campaign to encourage clients to rediscover employment opportunities.

Additional research could be undertaken to establish exactly what will re-motivate these discouraged workers to return to the workforce.
Addressing under-employment

Those using Vision Australia’s Employment services are also less likely to be employed part-time than the rest of the population who are blind or have low vision. Vision Australia is working with employees and employers to overcome barriers to full participation in the workforce. 

Opportunity exists for both government departments and employment service providers to promote their services to ensure that those who are blind or have low vision, even when employed, have access to appropriate services.

Increasing appropriate technical skills and ensuring fair job opportunities

Schools should ensure skills taught to students who are blind or have low vision meet their future career needs. Vision Australia offers training in accessing alternative formats, in using computers with appropriate technologies and in using alternative technologies. Vision Australia already works with schools and other educational bodies to provide specialist knowledge where requested. 
Where students attend TAFE or university to gain higher educational qualifications, these establishments should ensure they continue to teach life skills that will assist in students realising future job opportunities.

Current human resource management practices often encourage multi-skilling of the workforce (Kim et al, 2003; Overell, 2005). However, these practices increase the entry barriers for many positions. Even process workers are required to be multi-skilled (Garg et al, 2002). Current HR policies need to be mindful that productivity of some employees may increase in mono-skilled positions. There is an opportunity to encourage flexibility in the approach to work duties to meet the needs of both employers and all employees.

Overcoming barriers

Vision Australia actively works with job applicants to overcome the unintentional obstacles that face them during the application and interview processes (such as unnecessary requests for driver’s licences, or reading tests at interviews). They also extend this assistance to help employers faced with an applicant who is blind or has low vision to be able to accurately assess the person’s skills over their disability. 

There is a real need for government to work with major employers and recruitment agencies to encourage fair job requirements (e.g. to require driving licences only where essentially needed as part of the position) and to let all employers know that assistance is available should they want to enjoy the benefits of employing someone with a disability.

Vision Australia already works with some schools and offers career guidance at key transition points. However, the survey results indicate that more can be done to ensure career guidance at school is more appropriate to vision. Based on a life-skills model, opportunities exist to support smoother transition from school to further education and onward to work.

Additional research could be undertaken to ascertain the attitudes and perceptions held by employers about job applicants and employees who are blind or have low vision. Outputs of this research would assist in driving appropriate education strategies and activities through clients, employers and governments.

Appropriate referrals and access to government services

The government should ensure that people who are blind or have low vision are made fully aware of the services that are best placed to assist them. Vision Australia, in conjunction with other disability services, should work with government to ensure that job seekers are referred to the appropriate agencies for assistance.

Opportunities exist to work with the government to establish how potential job seekers with multiple disabilities can access the specialist services from multiple agencies necessary to ensure sustainable employment.

Conclusion

The survey has confirmed that the level of unemployment for people who are blind or have low vision in Australia is as high as previously estimated. It also reveals that there are many workers who are blind or have low vision who are under-employed, or who are discouraged from looking for work when they could potentially join the workforce.

There are several positive opportunities, such as building confidence amongst discouraged workers, promoting the employment assistance available and working with employers to overcome unintentional barriers to employment.  Responsibility to follow through with these initiatives lies with Vision Australia, other blindness agencies and bodies, government, employers and the potential employees themselves. Only by working together to address the issues identified here can this socially and economically unacceptable situation be improved.
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Copyright Notice

Copyright in this report is owned by Vision Australia, unless indicated otherwise.

The Vision Australia employment survey was undertaken with the support and cooperation of Blind Citizens Australia and Royal Guide Dogs for the Blind Association of Tasmania. Blind Citizens Australia is the peak advocacy organisation of and for people who are blind or have low vision.
Except where permitted under the Copyright Act 1968 (Cth) or other applicable laws, no content from this report may be reproduced, adapted, uploaded to a third party, framed, performed in public, distributed or transmitted in any form by any process without the prior written consent of Vision Australia.

For further information on the survey, please contact Robert Spriggs, Market Research and Development at Vision Australia on (02) 9334 3147.

For further information about employment services offered by Vision Australia, please telephone 1300 84 74 67.
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