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INtroduction

Employment opportunities for people who have an Acquired Brain Injury are limited and difficult to find. Successful employment outcomes often are the result of carefully crafted partnerships between employees with an ABI, their family, professional support networks and supportive, understanding employers.  Once a position has been secured, keeping the job is an ongoing and often difficult long-term process.  This paper describes the results of a 12-month pilot programme funded by the South Australian government’s Brain Injury Options Coordination service and CareerSystems Incorporated, specifically targeted at people with an ABI who were seeking positions in open employment.  The project found that successful employment outcomes were dependent on partnerships that involved regular ongoing support.  The project also recommended that specialized models of support be devised and supported financially to cater for the specific needs of clients with an ABI who wish to seek employment in the open market.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Employment services for people with an Acquired Brain Injury (ABI) need to be sensitive to the individual needs of each jobseeker.  The manifestations of ABI will vary from person to person depending on the severity of the injury, the location of the injury or lesion, the time spent in a coma; the period of time that has elapsed since the trauma, and the relative success of the rehabilitation programme.  

A number of factors that are generic to ABI need to be considered when designing an employment programme.   Disabilities caused by ABI such as cognitive, psychosocial, and / or physical disabilities will influence the design process, and need to be considered in tailoring the programme to the individual needs of each jobseeker.   In particular, Wehman, Keyser-Markus, West, Targett, & Bricout (2001) list the following issues to highlight the possible areas for programme design:
1. Cognitive disability may result in problems with short-term memory loss, difficulty in concentrating, difficulty processing abstract information, poor retrieval of stored information, impaired processing in planning, initiating and carrying out actions. 
2. Physical and / or sensory disabilities can include impairments in speech, vision, hearing, fine and gross motor skills as well as balance.
3. Psychosocial disabilities include factors such as poor interpersonal skills, loss of inhibition, irritability and depression. 
Feelings of frustration and being totally overwhelmed are common for people with an ABI as they enter into new situations and are taken outside of their comfort zone.   

“These problems in combination with specific neurological damage resulting from the injury often lead to behavioural and emotional problems (e.g., acting out, aggression, depression) if not appropriately addressed.”  Wehman et al (2001, p453).

Unique challenges presented by people with ABI and job placement

Jobseekers with ABI need to be aware of their own individual ABI related deficits.  Educators and family members also need to be sensitive to the jobseeker’s ABI deficits and to be realistic in the area of goal setting and planning.  Earnes (1988) summarizes the problems faced by people with ABI in relation to job placement as: unrealistic vocational aspirations, problems with substance abuse, and psychiatric and interpersonal difficulties.   The following factors need to be considered in relation to designing an employment service for people with ABI.

· Pre-injury vocational competence and motivation,

· Post-injury vocational competence and motivation,

· Physical and medical status,

· Psychiatric or maladaptive behavior,

· Substance use or abuse, and

· Family or marital stability.

BACKGROUND TO THE CAREERSYSTEMS ABI PROJECT

In late 2001, CareerSystems Inc. successfully tendered for $120K in SA Government funding from Brain Injury Options Coordination (BIOC) to trial a 12-month pilot programme to support people with an Acquired Brain Injury (ABI) to access open employment.  The pilot programme, known as Pre-vocational and Readiness for Employment Project (PREP) was a joint initiative between CareerSystems and BIOC. PREP was governed by a Project Reference Group comprising representatives from a range of disability agencies, including BIOC, Brain Injury Network of South Australia (BINSA), and the Department of Family and Community Services (FaCS) as well as representatives from the University of South Australia and the CEO of FWS Employment, a competitor disability employment agency to CareerSystems.  

CareerSystems is a quality assured company accredited under ISO 9001:2001.  CareerSystems, as a not-for-profit community organization, receives Federal Government funding through FaCS to assist people with a disability to access open employment through the Disability Employment Assistance (DEA) Programme. CareerSystems has approximately 300 DEA clients situated throughout South Australia from Port Lincoln in the west, Adelaide’s northern suburbs to the north, Victor Harbor to the south and Murray Bridge and the Mallee to the east.  CareerSystems has seven outlets across South Australia with 46 personnel, and has been delivering DEA services since 1986. The organization was previously known as the Vocational Resource Agency (VRA), with CareerSystems emerging in 1995, following the merger of VRA and Endeavour (SA).

In addition to DEA services, CareerSystems also assists people who are highly disadvantaged in our community and have extensive life barriers to accessing employment through the FaCS funded Personal Support Programme (PSP), and currently supports approximately 300 PSP clients throughout South Australia at all of the seven CareerSystems offices.  Finally, CareerSystems is a Registered Training Organization (RTO) providing accredited training to both internal and external clients, working closely with schools and government agencies to provide tailored accredited and non-accredited training to a range of audiences across a broad spectrum of topics. 

THE PRE- vocational Readiness for Employment Project (PREP)

PREP launched in January 2002 with the project team based at CareerSystems Southern Office in Morphett Vale. The PREP team comprised of a full-time Coordinator (Chris DeLaine) and two part-time Project Officers (Muriel Bic and Malcolm Lobban) who shared a full-time position.  The team possessed a range of skills including a combined total of almost 50 years experience working in the disability field, extensive experience working closely with ABI patients in acute stage rehabilitation, academic qualifications in counseling, disability studies, special education, nursing, psychology and rehabilitation.  The team was also able to draw on the expertise and resources of other CareerSystems staff.  The PREP team operated out of most of CareerSystems’ seven outlets, with the exception of Port Lincoln, and drew participants from a wide geographic catchment; Meningie in the south, Mannum in the east, greater metropolitan Adelaide, and the Barossa Valley. The PREP team spent a considerable amount of time and many kilometres traveling to visit participants and their families.

Brain Injury Options Coordination (BIOC), who developed entry criteria for the Project, initiated all client referrals to PREP.  The CareerSystems PREP team did not implement any further screening process for participants based on age, life experience, disability, health, perceived likelihood of successor geographic location of participants’ accommodation.  This meant that all PREP consumers were able to make their own choices and be decision makers regarding their participation in the Project, and it also meant that it was not always possible to predict the likelihood of success in the Project.

Initially the Project was designed to serve a radius of 35Km from the CareerSystems Southern Office, however due to the BIOC entry criteria, clients referred to the Project lived in a range of 70 Km from the CareerSystems Southern Office.  The ethnicity of participants encompassed European, Asian, Pacific Islander, and Australian backgrounds, with all participants being brought up in Australia from a young age. PREP was designed for adults and the participants ranged in age from 18 to 55 years, who had sustained a range of injuries including Motor Vehicle Accidents, Sporting Accidents, Assaults and Cerebral Vascular Accidents (CVA/ Stroke). These accidents resulted in disabilities including

· Cognitive Disabilities, such as difficulties with memory, perception, disinhibition, planning, organizing and problem solving,

· Physical Disabilities such as difficulties with speech, balance, coordination, muscle control, muscle weakness, epilepsy, paralysis, and reduced stamina,

· Sensory Disabilities such as visual or hearing impairments, inability to smell or taste, inability to discern different temperatures, and difficulty with ongoing pain,

· Difficulties with monitoring or managing one or more of the following – anxiety, stress, fatigue, depression or emotions, or other aspects of personal behaviour.

Most participants had also experienced loss of self-esteem, self-confidence and motivation, particularly concerning their potential for returning to returning to employment.

PREP was funded to provide a service for 15 participants, however experience and research indicated that many people with ABI fail to complete formal training, thus, 21 participants were initially accepted into PREP from the initial 24 referred by BIOC, and a further three (3) participants commenced with PREP in May 2002.  A total of 27 clients were offered a service and 24 (20 men and 4 women) accepted the offer.  By November 2002, the numbers had reduced to 14 (11 men and 3 women). 

PREP comprised of three stages

· Stage One (29 Jan- 28 Feb 2002) PREP staff worked collaboratively with participants to design the training around the individual needs of participants,

· Stage Two (March to June 2002) 34 Classroom based Prevocational training sessions were held. Two sessions per week for 8 hours per week in two locations (Northern and Southern), 

· Stage Three (July to November 2002) Individual Job Search as well as small group Job Clubs held in a number of locations on different days of the week- Mount Barker, Salisbury, Adelaide CBD, and Park Holme. 

SUMMARY AND conclusion – OUTCOMES OF THE PROJECT

At the end of November 2002, fourteen (14) PREP participants remained in the programme. The following outcomes were achieved:

· Nine (9) of the 14 finishing participants achieved paid work of >8 hours per week

· Seventeen (17) work experience placements had been arranged

· Seven (7) participants attended external courses including forklift driver training, small passenger vehicle training, Cert IV in Assessment and Workplace Training

The types of jobs obtained included; Process worker (Food Industry), Process worker (Metal trades), Chauffeur, Hotel Kitchen Manager, Sound Engineer, Computer Programmer/ Systems Analyst, Newspaper delivery, Gardening/ Lawn Mowing, Youth Driver Education Presenter.  The 64% success rate for participant placement in employment in 2002, PREP was am exceptional result for the project and an indictment to the dedication and successful partnership between PREP participants, their families, BIOC staff and the PREP team. Each employment outcome involved careful individual planning and support by PREP staff, the participant, his/her BIOC Options Coordinator and the participant’s family network.  

A breakdown of the outcomes for the 14 remaining participants is listed below. All participant names have been changed to protect their identity. 

	Name
	Born
	Injury

date
	PREP sessions attended
	Total Hours  Support 
	Employed end of PREP
	Comments

	Justin
	1960
	1995
	27/34
	43
	Yes
	Chose not to continue with job as received compensation settlement

	Ashley
	1972
	1995
	32/34
	95.5
	Yes
	Continues to work as a Chauffeur- Oct 2004

	Scott
	1981
	1999
	16/18
	77.5
	No
	Unsure of Job preference – attending TAFE since 2003

	Ryan
	1971
	1988
	24/34
	68.25
	No
	Rejected 4 different job offers, no stable family support- substance abuse

	Jared
	1964
	1999
	24/26
	117
	Yes
	Kitchen Manager for 1 year- changed job to Clerical Assistant- still working  

	Daniel
	1967
	1996
	30/34
	61.75
	Yes
	2 p/t jobs- Lawn Mowing +Youth Driver Ed Presenter until funding cut 2003

	Sophie
	1950
	1970
	33/34
	112
	No
	Gained Clerical position 8 months after PREP – still working Oct 2004

	Peter
	1968
	1991
	23/25
	99.5
	Yes
	Worked for 2 years until injured at work- under care of rehab provider

	Linda
	1971
	1996
	28/34
	95.75
	Yes
	Youth Driver Ed Presenter for 1 year - ceased due to lack of funding

	Jason
	1977
	1990
	22/34
	128.75
	No
	Experienced ABI 3 times as a child- unstable family –substance abuse

	James
	1954
	1999
	7/7
	72
	Yes
	Joined PREP late - gained work as Systems Analyst for 6 months-mid 2003

	Steven 
	1973
	1998
	32/34
	104.25
	No
	Several work experiences- currently job seeking Oct 2004

	Janine
	1966
	1970
	30/34
	108.25
	No
	Chose not to accept offer part-time work- some questionable life choices

	Luke 
	1968
	1998
	8/10
	50.75
	Yes
	Joined PREP late- still working as sound engineer Oct 2004
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