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Abstract

The Australian Employers Network positions disability and “disability confidence” as a key priority for employers and Australian businesses. Although “Diversity” and “Retention”,   are contemporary “human resource”. mantras, comparatively few Australian employers  successfully  and routinely recruit  from the entire talent pool. These few leading Australian employers have developed resilient and future oriented workforces by actively improving the percentage of their workforce with disability. 

The Stepping into Program started within the Networks leading Law firms in 2005 and now encompasses law, banking, accountancy, IT and Human resources as a national program. Participating companies want to know “who” or which sub sets of the talent pool they are missing out on. As a tailored ‘pre grad ‘  program the Stepping into program resolved this issue and provided  data to guide improving the reach of the mainstream graduate program.

A strategic research layer across three years Stepping into Internships reveals a “quaternity” of partnerships. These are between the Employing Stepping into partner, Stepping into interns with Disability, Partner Universities and educational institutes with students with disability and the Australian Employers Network on Disability. Research  from three years of Stepping into programs will be presented covering the following domains :  the career and vocational  agency of the intern; the  “disability confidence” of employers; and  the contribution the Stepping into program makes  to the educational experience and  work integrated learning  opportunities  for students  and new professionals who have  disability.

Introduction

The Stepping into Program was established by law firms who  are members of the Australian Employers Network on Disability in 2005. The program expanded into the Banking , Finance, Accounting and human resources  over 2007 & 2008.  The program  reflects the theme of  diversity and  its importance in Australia: it’s workforce, economy and culture. The program provides the  accompanying  strategies and innovations needed to successfully include people with disability. The Stepping into program provided employers with positive examples of  Candidates who might not have appeared  through their traditional and established recruitment intakes such as  their  “graduate” programs. The employers were interested to find out who they were not getting through the current recruitment practices. The program aims to provide  important steps needed to develop future oriented and robust workforces.  This orientation  includes maximising  retention, fostering of learning organisation and lifelong learning approaches . This has been against a  backdrop. of turbulent finance markets,  and shifts in the  Labour supply . 
Figure 1 Participation  in the Stepping into...  Project
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There is always spirited debate about the characteristics of various demographics  within the labour market.  For example Baby Boomers, Generation X and Generation “Y”  and even “slackers”.  The Stepping into Candidates  traversed  these diverse groups. The Stepping into ... program provided some cohorts of   new professionals with disability that were revealing in terms of shared characteristics.

· Most Stepping into  ...Candidates had were  concerned  or had  experience of  resistance and barriers in the labour market to do with their disability. Concerns were related to ‘disclosure of disability’, preparedness of employers to make reasonable Adjustment, and stereotyping.

· 43% of Candidates were 21-24 years old; 43% were 24-35 Years old and 14% were 35 -55 yo.

· 17% of Stepping into candidates had enrolled in additional and “extra” studies while waiting for the employment door to open.

· Over three years 65% of  Candidates had some work experience on their C.V’S though there is research that this is less than  their  peers at University

· Candidates were committed life learners and had completed additional qualifications while  trying to get the employment door to open

· Many candidates provided compelling evidence of  goal setting and achievement

· Network research has shown that when employed people with disability had high retention rates

· Some  of the  candidates possessed  desired graduate attributes better than more mainstream cohorts

· Candidates had good knowledge of accommodations and assessment they needed and had realistic workable expectations around this

This in some ways is contrary  to the characteristics reported for generation Y. A key point  to keep in mind was - What is the impact of experience of barriers to employment on shaping of career plans and behaviour ?  In a wider context  - Is it possible that  experience of  an  economic  cycle and recession will shift the characteristics of Generation  “Y”. .This is essential to examine as the way to a sustainable future will be through applying resilient values to the strategies that build organisational and human resource potential. As a cohort the Stepping into candidates traversed a series of age demographics.

Methodology

The methodology of the program was aimed at identifying high calibre candidates but also to identify desired  attributes  and ‘unpack the skills’ valued by Employers  ( For example “soft skills”- Social skills,  candidates  who valued work integrated learning,  The National Employability skills).

The selection mechanism involved a Stepping into Application,  A candidate Briefing at the Employers’ network and a a structured interview at the Employer . This process encouraged am  adjustment of screening of transcripts where potential rather than overall performance at university  was identified. Candidates needed to be in the final stages of their degree  (penultimate year) as this signalled the need to career plan, to engage in work integrated learning and work readiness. Gaining experience  through the program contributed to the valuable strategy of having recent work experience in the CV. Involving the Partners in the selection process  and developing successful interactions utilised a briefing process:

· Employing partner briefings. These were aimed at providing information about disability and  enabling employers to adjust the selection process to  enable matching  the inherent requirements of the  internship position and employment opportunity

· Candidate briefings- These covered the process of the Stepping into internship and assisted the Candidate to approach the interview process confidently. Setting expectations about workplace conduct was important as many of the employers had strongly developed and branded cultures.

· University briefings- the program  the processes used were described to groups of National Disability liaison officers and university career offices. A campaign aimed at targeting the breath of the Disability Discrimination Act’s 1993 was used- “Are You the On e in Five”

 As a result of the briefings  2 out the 13 firms decided to use the same  selection procedure used for their  traditional graduate program 8 used a modified version and the remainder interviewed using a discursive approach with some behavioural interviewing  embedded.  Using the program to develop the selection process was  important as  it allowed organisations to identify assumptions in the traditional processes that used to get the “ right fit.” As well as to develop strategies to reach graduates that they ‘were not getting” 

Group ‘A’ Use established  traditional selection tool / screen Transcript + Completion of time limited tasks+”looks right “and has desired  social attributes for client base

Group ‘B” Modified- targeted- Transcripts can be uneven- so long as they show  high calibre potential+ through discussion tasks and behaviours required are established+ broad and varied range of interested and community engagement

Group “C” Interviewed on the basis diversity- Assessment on the basis of interests  with less  behavioural interviewing; uneven transcripts allowed.

Employer strategy and recruitment outcomes


2006
2007
2008

Group    “A”
Candidate quality- Candidates need to show they are the  “same.” And have t ‘the right stuff’

Look right= Are Right
Maintain the program

As part of the CSR profile
Risks of  homogeneity

entry into the Graduate program  may be advised and currency of internship experience.

Group    “B”
Awareness of the impact adjusting to disability may have on transcript and barriers.

However firm is “disability confident”  to adjust process.

 Look right= are right

May “look” different is right


Identifies adjustments  to be made to Mainstream program

Differentiated pathway from program into graduate programs

Firms getting what they never knew they wanted
Develop capacity to recruit from the entire labour pool

Sees business benefits

Strengthened community relationships

 Substantial Pipeline talent achieved- in Law, Banking, Accounting 25%- 30% outcomes.

Substantial take up of other graduates

Group    “C”
Wants to know who they are not getting and to connect with people with disability

Diversity-Looks  Different is  Right

Risks of confirming stereotypes

e.g. “wrong  fit”
Engagement with the program, include more enabling strategies
Approach requires modifications

Some talent is achieved- 5%






.




The Big Picture- Australian Labour Market demographics

Australian employers  by successfully including people with disabilities  can contribute to social and economic benefits while realising substantial commercial and workforce benefits. Australian governments have been aware of the risks for sections of the population falling under the poverty line. Australia with it’s developed economy and smaller population needs to  utilize all of it’s workforce. Research shows that 16.5 % of the potential workforce has a disability, while many organisations workforces show a 4-5% participation rate. In some sectors for example government this participation has been declining. Economic research shows the costs of not including in terms of both  disposable income and unmet labour needs.

The Stepping into ... program shows that the pathway into employment for Candidates with disability requires some new thinking and strategies.  Employers did find out ‘Who they were not getting” . There was evidence that employers developed a disability across a number of dimensions- e.g. Attitudes, Behaviours, Systems and Knowledge about disability. ‘Disability Confident’  Employers also reap a number of other benefits dramatically reduced turnover and  improvements in organisational culture,  and OHS. Businesses with high participation by people with disability benefit from their knowledge in developing products and services that are accessible to customers who have disability. 20% of the Australian Population has a disability. Employers and their HR teams have greater awareness of the breadth of the definition of a disability and are able to  reduce the risks with not complying with the Disability Discrimination Act as it applies to employment and the delivery of goods and services. For example disability may include  sensory disability, physical disability, mental illness, chronic illness and conditions and learning disability. Awareness of  how to respond to emergence of mental illness remains low in many sectors of business. 

Developing the Stepping into ... program required  authentic partnerships between Universities,  the network employer organisations,  and candidates with disability. Corporate HR was often by necessity process driven and how would the program fit into their schedule of intakes through the year, In some sectors there was a tension between the Human Resources practices and the needs of  various operational and business areas in the company. The Stepping into program was therefore introduced as a layer that would produce an understanding of whom might not be coming through the mainstream recruitment.  In larger companies  process driven human resources practices made this consideration secondary and these companies were located in the Group A employers. . Recruiters where concerned with diversity in term of gender, socio economic grouping, and experience of the world .  For different companies and economic sectors there  was a different preoccupation with diversity. Universities  devote a lot of resources to  developing in their students the Graduate attributes valued by employers .

Illustrative Case Studies

Stepping into Law – Jacob*: 

* N.B.  Names have been changed to ensure confidentiality

Jacob * applied to the Stepping into Law programme during the last semester of a Masters of Legal Practice degree, is a graduate course for non law graduates wishing to enter the profession. .

He was eligible for the program due to a vision impairment since birth that had left him with only some usable vision in his left eye.  He identified as a mature aged student and had worked in a variety of public sector and private sector roles as an accountant through his thirties.  He had developed an interest in the regulatory side of corporations law and corporate governance though his work in accountancy.  He had also developed strong sporting interests participating at a captain level within swimming and cricket.  He was also involved with interest is live theatre.  All of these skills and experiences were evidence of a ‘broad-band’ of intelligence, an ability to achieve work-life balance as well as of a candidate with valuable transferable “work ready” skills.  Jacob was clear about the reasonable adjustments he required and the employer found it simple to provide these so Jacob could commence work.

Jacob was set a challenging workplan for his four week internship with a national law firm.  The area assigned was researching and assisting with the development of Governance systems for corporate clients.  It became apparent to the supervising manager at the firm that Jacob was a candidate able to work autonomously as well as contributing to team goals.  Also apparent was his ability to engender strong working and client relationships.  The work produced was immediately of high quality easily meeting client expectations as well as meeting the deadline demands of a busy corporate law practice.  The Stepping into Law programme enabled the firm to become “Disability Confident” around the needs of people with vision impairments and provided the opportunity for  Jacob to gain some experience in his desired professional direction.

This particular match was so optimal that Jacob was offered a full-time position when the programme finished. The firm ensured they didn’t lose this talented and motivated individual..

 “We were very pleased to get him through the Stepping into program as he was an ideal fit for the company. Sometimes candidates that come through the mainstream graduate program look good on paper but prove not to have as much potential. We probably would have missed out on him if it wasn’t for this program”  Managing partner
“Though I worked really hard and found the pace challenging,  I am delighted to get this opportunity to start my new law career”  Davis
Stepping into Banking

Andrew* applied to the Stepping into Banking programme during his Honours year of a Bachelor of Commerce degree. In terms of age range he fitted into Generation “Y”.   He was entering an industry  that was fast paced and that had been through a cycle of innovation in terms of products, globalisation and IT. In this secor commitment to the program was usually by senior leaders who had had close experience of disability.    Andrew was eligible for the programme due to a debilitating disability acquired during his final year of high school, which resulted in chronic pain and constant headaches.  Medical treatment had offered very little relief, and numerous trials of various medications had been ineffective in alleviating the pain to allow Andrew to concentrate on his studies.  Andrew’s disability had a direct impact on his university results, causing him to withdraw from several subjects throughout his degree.  This meant that his transcript was not a true reflection of his actual academic abilities.

Andrew’s academic transcript placed him at a potential disadvantage in the usual application processes, where the focus is generally on consistent high grades, without consideration of contributing factors.  

While Andrew’s transcript was peppered with withdrawn units, remarkably he was awarded Distinctions in all subjects in his third year, allowing him to progress onto the Honours year.

Andrew attributed this improvement in results to the development of a realistic and clear career goal, which was to work within the Finance industry.  Andrew’s motivation to achieve this goal also saw him gain a greater understanding of the industry, further enhancing his intellectual engagement with the world of finance.  Andrew also worked hard to continue to develop his leadership qualities, including participating as a mentor in a university programme, and refereeing elite-level sports.

These outstanding personal qualities would not have been obvious in a standard graduate recruitment application process, as his atypical academic transcript may well have prevented him from progressing past the first stage.  Fortunately, Andrew’s application to Stepping into Banking greatly impressed one of the participating investment banking firms, who then offered him a four week paid internship.  This provided Andrew with the opportunity to gain practical, hands-on work experience, as well as build confidence in his own skills and abilities.

Andrew has since been offered ongoing part-time work within the investment bank as he completes his Honours year at university.

Without the Stepping into… programme, Andrew would not have had the opportunity to gain real work experience, and to demonstrate his many skills and abilities.  In addition, the investment bank would have missed out on employing a loyal, hard-working and very talented team member.

 “Prior to the programme commencing I was unaware of what to expect, especially having no previous industry experience.  The programme was very professionally conducted and I am grateful for the experience the Stepping into Banking programme has provided for my future career in the finance industry”.

Stepping into IT

STUDENT PROFILE:  Michelle: *

* Names have been changed to ensure confidentiality.

Michelle has been undertaking legal studies at Victoria University, with the university providing support and flexibility to enable her to do well in her Bachelor of Laws degree.  It is worth noting that the awareness of the impact of mental illness is relatively high in Victoria due to the success of a number of awareness campaigns by organisations such as beyondblue.  A high number of Victorian students with Mental Health problems were proactive about entering the Stepping into programme in 2008.

While Michelle has been successful in managing her mental health condition, frequently she must deal with issues such as problems with concentration, motivation and depression, putting her at an obvious disadvantage in her studies.

Michelle commenced an internship at Telstra as part of the Stepping Into Law programme, rotating through various legal services areas including Intellectual Property, Finance & Administration Legal and HR Legal.  The Stepping into… programme recommends that confidentiality around candidates’ disability is maintained, however organisations hope that their staff will learn about disability through working with colleagues who have a disability.  Michelle did volunteer information about her disability. 

The Stepping into... programme emphasises that information about a person’s disability only needs to be disclosed for the purpose of arranging workplace adjustments to ensure the person can work to their full potential.  It is also emphasised that people should not ask questions that only serve to satisfy curiosity and could be used to discriminate or stigmatise the individual.  However, so long as the individual has control and power over how they disclose information, many people with disability may offer to tell their story of what it is like to live with disability.

Michelle felt comfortable to disclose that she had a psychiatric condition, and had subsequently suffered a marriage breakdown and homelessness due to her disability.  Michelle talked about how the Stepping into… programme has increased her confidence in her skills and abilities, and made her feel more secure in her employment opportunities, particularly after being absent from the workforce for almost 15 years.

"I've never been in a job where people are happy to come to work. It was wonderful to see…. Telstra has been so supportive and given me so much confidence that as a result I joined the mooting team at university….. I felt very comfortable at Telstra to disclose my disability to the people around me".

Michelle was also linked with a Telstra manager who could mentor her and provide some day to day support whilst at Telstra.  Both Michelle's managers and her mentor will now keep in touch with Michelle, and have expressed interest in taking another Stepping into… participant in later rounds.  

"Michelle was great and the programme generally worked well". Telstra Manager
Michelle was happy to have her story and Telstra’s participation in the Stepping into Law programme made available on the Telstra intranet, as well as promoted externally for events such as International Day of People with Disability’s “Don’t Dis My Ability” campaign.

Stepping into LAW

Catherine* applied to the Stepping into Law and Banking programme during her final  year of a 5 yr Bachelor of Arts LLB degree.  Catherine was eligible for the programme due to a hereditary vision impairment that meant she was considered to be legally blind.  Despite this disability she had achieved tertiary qualifications to become a dietician before having a family, and then went on to complete an MBA while raising two teenage children as a single parent.  Until recently, services for people with vision impairments were medicalised, with fewer opportunities for open employment than exist now.  Technological advances have meant that workplace adjustments are available so that many more people with vision impairments can be offered full employment.

Catherine had achieved mainstreamed employment at a time when this was not the norm  and had progressively added to educational qualifications pver the years. Advances in the Assistive Technology available had progressively made it  easier  to achieve her individual capacity as a lifelong learner. Despite this, Catherine was not confident about applying for a Stepping into Law Banking position with AEND’s corporate partners, as she believed that only a public or government authority would be willing to give her an opportunity. The program provided both access to corporate life and a comparison with  public and government agencies.

Catherine was  interviewed  by a variety of  Stepping into… partners, and completed two internships during the last stages of her law studies. Her circumstances warranted  two-three day a week working weeks  enacting the reasonable adjustment provisions of the program. Though corporate life and legal practice allows  for flexible working weeks for  employees returning from maternity or parental leave not all firms found this easy to offer someone starting a  law career. This implies there are interesting assumptions about how someone pays their dues and shows they are committed to the processes of an organisation.

 12 week part-time internship with Westpac Banking Corporation  and within the Attorney Generals departments enabled substantial periods of work integrated learning. During her last semesters of study. These  internships were the first paid work experience since having her children. There was anxiety over  workplace accommodations.  As with any “on-boarding”, a range of departments within the bank work together to facilitate the entry of the new staff member.  The Stepping into… programme enabled the I.T., Operational and Human Resources staff to understand the workplace adjustments a person with vision impairment may require.  This understanding was facilitated by an expert assessment of Catherine in the workplace that recommended a range of workplace adjustments, including:

· Visualette devices

· Particular desk lighting

· Zoomtext software programme

· CCTV

She was more confident in dealing with the enquiries from co-workers and her presence as an employee requiring accommodation during the second internship.

Catherine successfully completed a number of assignments and, though she was very much a quiet achiever, her presence within the office was very beneficial in helping to dispel many of the myths that are associated with people with disability, and to increase awareness of some of the adjustments that are available to assist people with vision impairments to reach their full potential in the workplace.  On a number of occasions Catherine demonstrated this equipment at forums on workplace adjustments within the bank, such as International Day of People with Disability. 

Though, like many of the interns, Catherine did not like to be made to stand out as a result of her disability, she particularly enjoyed any opportunity to network with other interns in the programme.

She thought the Stepping into…  programme was an incredible opportunity and stated that such opportunities were “unheard of” when she first graduated from her Bachelor of Science degree as a young woman.

Conclusion

The Stepping into program shows that specific strategies are needed for employers to be confident in tapping the potential talent  that graduates with disability represent . 18 %  of the Candidates were successful in gaining extended and ongoing work with their employers.  All candidates reported feeling much more confident about their employment prospects on completing their Stepping into programs. Employers reported ‘getting what they never knew they wanted” in terms of the attributes some Stepping into candidates possessed. For Australian employers the program offered the strategies needed to ensure they could give those candidates with a disability “a fair go”. All the Stepping into employers contributed to assisting the employment door to open for these talented new professionals.
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