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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Assistive Technology (AT) is an umbrella term for any device or system that allows individuals to perform 

tasks they would otherwise be unable to do, or increases the ease and safety with which tasks can be 

performed (World Health Organisation, 2004). AT is a key enabler in the delivery of outcomes under 

Australia’s National Disability Strategy (NDS), with particular focus on NDS outcome areas one (inclusive 

and accessible communities), four (personal and community support) and five (learning and skills). 

 

This submission responds to the terms of reference of the Senate Inquiry into Outcomes Delivered Under 

Australia’s National Disability Strategy (2010-2020) using content from existing policy documents, reports 

and practice guidelines developed by the Australian Rehabilitation and Assistive Technology Association 

(ARATA) with its members. The submission also refers to key elements of good assistive technology 

practice, and areas of current issue. Some of this submission content has been summarised or reproduced 

directly from these existing reports, with citation of the source documents provided. 

 

Within an effective National Disability Strategy, key elements of good assistive technology practice include 

clear definitions for assistive technology; providing the essential steps of assistive technology provision; 

and getting the right people involved in assistive technology provision. Key issues relating to assistive 

technology that currently exist include a lack of wholistic assistive technology provision to end users; 

insufficient rigorous research evidence to support the effectiveness of most assistive technology provision 

services and systems to direct practice; and potential mismatch of attitude, skill and knowledge of 

stakeholders working in assistive technology provision to user needs. 

 

This submission makes key recommendations for the Senate Committee, as follows: 

1. Australia’s new National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) is beginning to address assistive 

technology requirements for Scheme participants; however, more work needs to be done to ensure 

assistive technology solutions are not limited by funding silos or under-provision of assistive 

technology to people with disability who require it.  

2. A focus on policy and practice development that builds AT user empowerment and choice, including 

self-defined outcomes, AT peer support and an informed NDIS participant base is necessary.  

3. In the early stages of Scheme launch, there have been some unintended risks to Australia’s existing 

assistive technology expertise base. Specifically, the NDIS launch has seen loss of funding for some 

Independent Living Centres, as state-funded disability services are transitioned into or lost to 

individualised funding models within the NDIS. This is an area that needs attention to ensure 

availability of consumer-focused assistive technology information services. 
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4. Many people living with disability require home and building modifications beyond platinum level 

Liveable Design and the Building Code of Australia requires amendment to ensure that there are 

minimum regulated standards for accessible and adaptable design in new builds. 

5. Provision of a comprehensive, well planned and joined up national system of public transport is 

necessary to build transport access for people with disability. 

6. Further government focus on NBN roll out and effectiveness is needed in the second implementation 

phase of the NDS. 

7. Awareness and national recognition of the rights of people with disability to access assistive 

technology, and of the economic and social benefits of assistive technology to individuals and society, 

is required. 

8. Beyond NDIS participants, sufficient resourcing of, and equitable access to, assistive technology 

services for Australians with an assistive technology need are required.  

9. Coordination between mainstream and specialised services is necessary to ensure assistive technology 

solutions are appropriate to each individual’s situation, and involve the AT user in all activities and 

decisions.  

10. Agreed outcome benchmarks, meeting human rights criteria and supporting the World Health 

Organisation definitions of human activity and participation, are required. 

11. Further strategic investment in assistive technology research is needed to build the evidence base of 

effectiveness of assistive technology provision services and systems. 

12. There is a need for skilling of the AT sector to enable the development of AT professionals and support 

staff, collect outcome data on current practice, utilise inclusive research methods and collaborate as a 

community of practice to add to the evidence base. 

13. Assistive technology quality or credentialing policy and practice should be invested in to meet 

individual needs and deliver high-quality, sustainable outcomes for society. 

 

ARATA would welcome the opportunity to present to the Senate Committee – please contact ARATA 

president, Dr Natasha Layton,  

  

 

Natasha Layton      Libby Callaway 

President, ARATA     Member, ARATA  
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2. WHAT IS ARATA & WHAT DOES ARATA DO? 

The Australian Rehabilitation & Assistive Technology Association (ARATA) is a national not-for-profit 

membership association of assistive technology consumers and practitioners. ARATA is focused on 

enhancing the lives of people of all ages and abilities through the best use of assistive technology. The 

Association is a forum for knowledge sharing between the range of people who are involved with the use, 

prescription, customisation, supply and ongoing support or training in the use of assistive technology. 

ARATA represents skilled practitioners, consumers, and suppliers Australia wide and is linked to sister 

organisations worldwide through the International Alliance of Assistive Technology Professional 

Associations and the CREATe ASIA Agreement  (ARATA, 2012). 

 

3. WHAT IS ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY (AT)? 

Assistive Technology (AT) is an umbrella term for any device or system that allows individuals to perform 

tasks they would otherwise be unable to do, or increases the ease and safety with which tasks can be 

performed (World Health Organisation, 2004). Assistive technology can be anything from a simple device in 

the kitchen to a wheelchair or a computer application. Assistive technology is vital in enabling participation 

in society despite the presence of disability. Assistive technology not only minimizes the impact of 

impairments, but it enables people to: 

 enhance their independence 

 work and volunteer 

 care for themselves and others 

 engage in cultural, social, educational, recreational and spiritual lives alongside the rest of the 

community. 

 

In addition to a specific device or system used (i.e. ‘hard technology’), ‘soft technologies’ or assistive 

technology ‘services’ are frequently necessary, and may at times be overlooked, when planning assistive 

technology interventions. Soft technology refers to human factors essential to successful delivery and use 

of the ‘hard technology’ (the AT device). Soft technology includes assessment, collaborative planning, trial, 

training, assistive technology set up and customisation, repairs, maintenance and review. Assistive 

technology needs to be well matched to the user, the tasks they undertake, and the environments in which 

they engage in daily life. This is the role of AT practitioners. The specialist skills of AT practitioners are 

critical in maximizing investment of public and private AT funds. 

 

For further details, see http://www.arata.org.au/download/arata_flyermay2012.pdf (ARATA, 2012). 
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4. HOW CAN ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY BENEFIT AUSTRALIANS? 

Assistive technology can be an enabling factor in the delivery of outcomes under Australia’s National 

Disability Strategy. In 2012, as part of the ‘Making a Difference with AT’ paper series, ARATA published a 

paper on the positive consumer outcomes and economic potential of AT solutions (Layton & Walker, 2012), 

the findings of which are summarized below. 

 

Assistive technology supports are classified according to their function (The International Organisation for 

Standardization, 2016). Assistive technology is most effective at ensuring social inclusion and optimal 

function over time when provided in a tailored package (referred to as assistive technology solutions or AT 

solutions). Assistive technology solutions for Australians with disability have been limited by funding ‘silos’ 

in the past, and there is evidence that substantial numbers of people with disability have experienced AT 

under-provision. Australia’s new National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) is beginning to address this 

area for Scheme participants, but more work needs to be done for both that group as well as with other 

Australians who may not get access to the Scheme, but for whom assistive technology may be beneficial.  

 

AT solutions are only fully effective when ‘soft technologies’ (prescription, assessment, adaptation/fitting, 

training, maintenance, repairs, reviews etc.) are provided along with the AT device. Poor or unsuitable AT 

solutions not only reduce effectiveness but can also generate negative health outcomes and injuries. 

Investment in optimal AT solutions is demonstrated to offset other costs from a health and community 

services sector perspective, and to achieve multiple outcomes for the AT user, their support network and 

the broader community. See Section 9 for details (Layton & Walker, 2012). 

 

5. ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY & THE AUSTRALIAN DISABILITY POLICY CONTEXT 

ARATA is concerned with assistive technology (AT) users across the lifespan and endorses the focus of the 

National Disability Strategy on all Australians with disability, given ‘the number of people with disability is 

growing significantly at both ends of the lifecycle – young and old – including those with the highest needs’ 

(Department of Social Services, 2010, p. 19).  

 

Specific to Australians aged under 65 years who experience significant and permanent disability, the 

introduction of Australia’s $22B National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) offers opportunity for 

participants to plan for personalised assistive technology equipment, home and vehicle modifications, and 

AT ‘soft technologies’ and supports linked to participation goals (National Disability Insurance Scheme, 

2016). In the context of Australia’s National Disability Strategy, there is real potential for NDIS participants 

to enhance their community inclusion via individualised NDIS planning and access to funded assistive 

technology and other supports, which may not have been possible prior to Scheme launch.  
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The National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA), the agency that administers the NDIS, aims to ‘build an 

empowering, sustainable and consistent approach to ensuring National Disability Insurance Scheme 

participants have choice in, and access to, individualized assistive technology solutions that enable and 

enhance their economic and community participation’ (National Disability Insurance Agency, 2015, p. 12). 

The Agency has developed an AT Strategy, which is flagged for ongoing revision but outlines an initial three 

strategic priorities for achieving this vision, proposing initiatives to meet each of these strategies.  

 

The NDS second implementation plan includes a focus on proposed increased national effort to achieve 

NDIS transition to full Scheme (Department of Social Services, 2016). ARATA strongly endorses this ongoing 

effort to ensure the Scheme works effectively and efficiently for NDIS participants, particularly in relation to 

building assistive technology empowerment and choice, including self-defined outcomes, AT peer support 

and an informed participant base. However, in the early stages of Scheme launch, there have been some 

unintended risks to Australia’s existing assistive technology expertise base. Specifically, the NDIS launch has 

seen loss of government funding of Independent Living Centres, as state-funded disability services are 

transitioned into individualised funding models within the NDIS. This is an area that needs urgent attention 

to ensure ongoing availability of well established, consumer-focused assistive technology information 

services. 

 

6. SENATE INQUIRY TERMS OF REFERENCE & FOCUS OF THIS SUBMISSION 

With a specific focus on assistive technology, this submission will respond to the key terms of 

reference for the Senate Inquiry into Delivery of Outcomes under the National Disability Strategy 

(2010-2020) to Build Inclusive and Accessible Communities (Parliament of Australia, 2016).   

 

These terms of reference include:  

 the planning, design, management, and regulation of the built and natural environment, 

including commercial premises, housing, public spaces and amenities, transport services and 

infrastructure, and communication and information systems, including Australian electronic 

media and the emerging Internet of things;  

 potential barriers to progress or innovation and how these might be addressed; and  

 the impact of restricted access for people with disability on inclusion and participation in 

economic, cultural, social, civil and political life.  

 

7. SENATE INQUIRY SUBMISSION RESPONSE FROM ARATA 

In relation to the inquiry terms of reference, this response focuses on two key areas: 

 Elements of assistive technology good practice 

 Potential barriers to progress or innovation in assistive technology, and actions required to 
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address these. 

Assistive technology good practice 

The National Disability Strategy points to the benefits of universal design and access (Department of Social 

Services, 2010, p. 30). NDS policy directions 2-5 in outcome area 1 (inclusive and accessible communities) 

point specifically to the need to improve provision of accessible and well-designed built and natural 

environment, housing, transport and communication systems (pp. 31-32).  

 

Improved accessibility of the built and natural environment 

People with disability continue to experience barriers to access both private homes and public spaces. Long 

term leasing arrangements may allow modifications to rental properties that were not previously possible. 

However, many people living with disability require home and building modifications beyond platinum level 

Liveable Design and the Building Codes of Australia require amendment to ensure that there are minimum 

regulated standards for accessible and adaptable design in new builds.  

 

An accessible transport system 

Australia continues to lack investment in a comprehensive and accessible public transport system in both 

large metropolitan locations and regional areas. Reduction in the wheelchair accessible taxi industry, 

disrupted by Uber (where vehicles are not modified for wheelchair access), risks loss of accessible transport 

in the case that a person does not have access to public transport or does not have the necessary support 

to travel via an existing public transport system. Provision of a comprehensive, well planned and joined up 

national system of public transport is necessary to build access. 

 

Accessible communication and information systems 

Currently there is a burgeoning supply of Internet-enabled technologies that may be used to build 

participation, autonomy and environmental control. However, Internet, computer and smart device 

affordability, access and user literacy can be significant barriers for people with disability who may be living 

on low incomes or without access to ‘soft technologies’ to build skills. Following, the NBN has not yet 

offered the anticipated capability in Internet connectivity in Australia. In fact, people report some 

disadvantage when NBN supply replaces traditional supply. Further government focus on NBN roll out and 

effectiveness is needed in the second implementation phase of the NDS. 

 

Specific accommodations for regional and remote access 

To enable equitable access, the delivery of appropriate assistive technology supports must take into 

account the unique challenges faced by Australians living in regional and remote settings, including 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island people. Adequate resources are required to prevent factors such as 

distance and isolation i.e. access to transport, tele-health, local training and education; language and 
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culture i.e. development of resources in language, culturally appropriate service delivery, interpreter 

services. 

 

ARATA’s position specific to assistive technology is that inclusive design will best impact outcomes within 

Australia’s NDS. Inclusive design also aligns with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006) and the key outcome domains in the World Health Organisation’s 

International Classification of Function (World Health Organisation, 2001). This means designing for 100% 

of the population, such that there may be a need to couple different approaches to inclusive design 

concurrently. The use of facilitators such as assistive technology to ensure public spaces facilitate inclusion 

of people with disability equitable to other Australians (e.g. footpaths and curbs, transport services and 

access areas, parks and playgrounds, shops and services) avoids the risk, and human and financial cost, of 

non-social environments. This approach also allocates the responsibility of inclusivity to the community, 

rather than an individual. Cost savings can then be realised in the long term by avoiding the need for 

retrofit or individual customisation of built environments. However, to facilitate these outcomes, good 

assistive technology practice will be required. 

 

The key elements of good  practice, developed by ARATA and reviewed and ratified by over 200 delegates 

of the 2016 AATC Conference (Australian Assistive Technology Conference, 2016b), are summarised below: 

1) Clear definitions for assistive technology 

Clearly defining assistive products and related service steps, in relation to AT user-driven goals, 

enables all AT stakeholders to identify and provide all necessary elements of a successful assistive solution. 

2) Providing the essential steps of assistive technology provision 

Internationally recognised good practice steps for assistive technology provision include information and 

assessment, identifying and trialing assistive solutions, purchasing and customising the solution and 

ensuring ongoing and effective use, maintenance and review. 

3) Getting the right people involved in assistive technology provision 

The individual user of the assistive solution is the centre of assistive technology provision activities.  

Other participants in assistive technology provision include family and friends, formal and informal 

caregivers, health and disability professionals, engineers and technicians, product designers, manufacturers 

and suppliers. 

 

For further details, see the AATC 2016 Statement of Good Practice in Assistive Technology Provision in 

Australia (Australian Assistive Technology Conference, 2016b) in Section 10. 

 

Potential barriers to progress or innovation in assistive technology, and how these might be addressed 

At the 2016 AATC Conference, ARATA also developed, reviewed and ratified an Assistive Technology Issues 
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Statement (Australian Assistive Technology Conference, 2016a) to accompany the Statement on Assistive 

Technology Good Practice. This statement identifies three key issues, and recommended actions, for 

assistive technology in Australia summarised below: 

 

Issue 1: Wholistic assistive technology provision 

Definitions: The term ‘assistive technology’ is used internationally, but not widely adopted in Australia 

where the term ‘aids and equipment’ is still in common use. Reaching a shared vision for defining, funding 

and deploying assistive technology is critical for its successful use. The NDIA’s AT strategy has offered some 

benefit in this area specific to NDIS participants, but more work is necessary given the broader application 

of assistive technology with other Australians. 

Funding and access: There are significant gaps in the availability of assistive products and services for 

different populations (by location, age, and need) and inconsistent eligibility criteria for funding from public 

and non-government sources. 

Service provision: There is fragmentation of assistive technology provision, with many programs delivering 

particular assistive products or services, but few that fully support all good practice steps of identification, 

sourcing and ongoing use of individualised assistive solutions. State-based Independent Living Centres 

(ILCs) have traditionally provided a conduit to, at a minimum, beginning identification and sourcing of 

assistive technology – as noted above the disability funding reforms underway have put risk to the 

information resource offered by ILCs. 

Actions recommended 

 Awareness and recognition of the rights of people with disability to access assistive technology, and of 

its economic and social benefits to individuals and society. 

 Sufficient resourcing of and equitable access to assistive technology services that provide information, 

advice and support in finding and using assistive solutions, and to quality assistive products. 

 Coordination between mainstream and specialised services to ensure that assistive solutions are 

appropriate to each individual’s situation, and involve the AT user in all activities and decisions  

 Agreed outcome benchmarks, meeting human rights criteria and supporting the World Health 

Organisation definitions of human activity and participation. 

 Examination of sustainability of state-based information sources like ILCs, given the changing disability 

funding environment. 

 

Issue 2: Identifying the full costs and benefits of assistive technology 

The use of technologies to assist with activities and participation is pervasive and it can be difficult to 

isolate the impact of assistive technologies in order to fully realise their effectiveness. The presence of 

environmental barriers or facilitators also plays a critical role in the experience of disability and the need 

for assistive technology or related environmental adaptations. Assistive Technology has demonstrated 

Delivery of outcomes under the National Disability Strategy 2010-2020 to build inclusive and accessible communities
Submission 22



 

Page 11 of 34 

effectiveness from both a health outcome, and cost, perspective. A range of studies provide methods to 

evaluate the economic impact on an individual basis. There is however insufficient rigorous research 

evidence to support the effectiveness of most assistive technology provision services and systems. 

Actions recommended 

 Research: Further strategic investment in assistive technology research is needed to build the evidence 

base of effectiveness of assistive technology provision services and systems. 

 Practice-based evidence: There is a need for skilling of the AT sector to collect outcome data on 

current practice, utilise inclusive research methods and collaborate as a community of practice to add 

to the evidence base. 

 

Issue 3: Matching attitude, skill and knowledge to user need in assistive technology provision 

The individual user of the assistive solution must be the centre of assistive technology provision activities. 

AT users include people of all ages with any sort of impairment (e.g. sensory, physical, and cognitive), 

health or age-related condition. Other participants in assistive technology provision include family and 

friends, formal and informal caregivers, health and disability professionals, engineers and technicians, 

product designers, manufacturers and suppliers. Appropriate attitudes, that is, the ability to be person-

focused, goal oriented and to work co-productively are essential attributes for all stakeholders working in 

assistive technology provision. Skills and knowledge regarding assistive technology provision is drawn from 

education (including professional training), experiential knowledge and evidence-based practice. 

Competent AT practitioners will identify their personal scope of practice and will engage in communities of 

practice to support their ongoing learning. Overlapping knowledge domains may exist. Different skillsets 

are indicated in different situations. This will depend on variables such as the nature of the AT user, their 

participation goals and their environments, as well as the complexity of the assistive technology and 

related supports. Based upon these factors, building an individual assistive technology solution may 

require: 

1. Capability-building supports for the AT user and their circle of support; 

2. Skilled peer supporters; generalist AT practitioners with relevant fields of knowledge; 

3. Specialised AT practitioners or a combination of AT practitioners in the form of a team. 

 

Wholistic and consumer-centered assistive technology provision, provided by appropriately skilled 

practitioners, is a cost effective strategy to achieve life outcome. 

Actions recommended 

 Education to support the development of AT professionals and support staff 

 Quality or credentialing policy and practice that is most likely to meet individual needs and 

deliver high-quality, sustainable outcomes for society 
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For details, see section 11 (Australian Assistive Technology Conference, 2016a). 

 

8. CONCLUSION  

This Senate Inquiry aims to examine the delivery of outcomes under Australia’s 10-year National Disability 

Strategy. Specific to assistive technology, key primary outcome dimensions valued by people who are users 

of assistive technology, and resulting from tailored assistive technology provision, include increased 

participation (objective and subjective), satisfaction, quality of life, well-being and inclusion. Secondary 

outcomes include cost effectiveness (including minimising social costs and cost offsets), decreased support 

costs, and lowered hospital admission and readmission rates (ARATA, 2016, p. 1). 

  

Without inclusive accessibility of the built and natural environment, transport, communication and 

information systems (including electronic media and the Internet), people with disability will continue to 

experience participation restrictions compared to other Australians. Following, the impact of the 

investment made using NDIS funding, and progress towards outcomes under Australia’s 10-year National 

Disability Strategy, will not be fully realised due to these ongoing barriers to inclusion. With three years left 

to achieve full implementation of Australia’s National Disability Strategy, more work is to be done.  

 

ARATA agrees with the NDS position that ‘the responsibility for changing attitudes and responses to 

disability belongs to everyone’ (Department of Social Services, 2010, p. 18). The Association looks forward 

to continued work with its members, other people living with disability and their families, government, and 

industry stakeholders to progress this important work. 
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9. THE ECONOMIC POTENTIAL OF ASSISTIVE TECHNOLOGY SOLUTIONS – AN INTRODUCTION (LAYTON & WALKER, 2012) 
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10. AATC 2016 STATEMENT ON GOOD AT PRACTICE 
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11. AATC 2016 ISSUES STATEMENT  
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