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‘severe or profound core activity limitation’, meaning
that they needed assistance with self care, mobility and/
or communication [3,4].
The paper first outlines some key components of the

Australian disability system, focussing on two major
national programs – for income support and specialist
disability support services. Eligibility and assessment for
these programs are described and discussed. Information
available from the programs is presented, aspects of
information design are discussed, and potential improve-
ments to information – collection, recording and analy-
sis – are suggested. A concluding discussion relates the
three components of the Italian project [5] to the Aus-
tralian experience.
The design of disability programs, services or benefit





review of decisions relating to the DSP, almost 25% of all
applications relating to social security [21].

The relationship of ‘impairment’ in Schedule 1B to the ICF
The broad relationship between the Impairment Tables
of Schedule 1B and the ICF is explored in Table 1,
which compares the table headings, the content of the
impairment ratings of Schedule 1B, and the ICF dimen-
sions of Body Function and Structure, and Activities



The situation with the JCA is also confusing. Although
specific environmental factors are not to be taken into
account, in determining someone’s ability to work in
practice, the main focus of the JCA is in identifying any
barriers the person may have to finding and keeping a
job. Thus, both personal and potentially environmental
factors play a role in the assessment.

Mental health and disability
A very common condition associated with DSP recipi-
ence in most OECD countries is psychiatric disorder,
which impairs exactly those functions most required in
modern workplaces – concentration, cognitive function,
energy, motivation, and social interaction [22]. However,
the complexity of relationships among mental health
conditions and work impairment causes difficulty in
assessment. Firstly, the level of work-related impairment
sufficient to be eligible for DSP in the Schedule 1B
Impairment Tables is defined by ‘significant interference
with interpersonal or workplace relationships with ser-
ious disruption of work attendance or ability to work’
or, in the case of substance dependence ‘Dependence…
which is sufficient to cause prolonged absences from
work’, thus introducing circularity. Secondly, relying
upon diagnosis helps little in this area as there is no
direct relationship between the presence of psychiatric
disorder and employment status or work performance.
In the UK, for example, the employment rates of
women with psychiatric disorder range from 42% (pho-
bias) to 59% (panic disorder), compared to employment
rates of 62% overall [23]. There is extensive evidence
that contextual and personal factors are primary deter-
minants of DSP recipience in these conditions regardless
of diagnosis and impairment [22].
This would suggest that moving towards an assessment

using the ICF framework may have advantages in mental
health and disability. For instance, the extra effort that
those with psychiatric disorder report having to make, in
order to do their work, e.g. to overcome poor motivation
or anxious cognitions, can be assessed [24], as could
impairments in concentration and cognitive function,
through simple neuropsychological tests. This approach
may help disentangle the underlying impairment from
the commonly cited causes of difficulty at work such as
perceived pressure or relationship issues, and could set
up a policy-relevant research agenda in this area.

Specialist disability support services
Under the National Disability Agreement, governments
in Australia share responsibility for specialist disability
support services. The national government funds
employment services and state and territory govern-
ments fund and provide other services such as support
in the home and community.

Eligibility
The National Disability Agreement is silent on eligibility
for specialist disability support services [8]. This is in
contrast to the previous national agreement (the Com-
monwealth State/Territory Disability Agreement 2003-
07) which stated that, for its purposes, ‘people with dis-
abilities’ means people with disabilities attributable to an
intellectual, psychiatric, sensory, physical or neurological
impairment or acquired brain injury (or some combina-
tion of these) which is likely to be permanent and
results in substantially reduced capacity in at least one
of the following:
• self care/management
• mobility
• communication
requiring significant ongoing and/or long-term episo-

dic support and which manifests itself before the age of
65.
Neither the new nor the older agreement specifies

national eligibility assessment processes. However, under
the new Agreement, all Australian governments have
agreed to concentrate efforts to achieve reforms in ten
priority areas including ‘Improved Access to Disability
Care – Systems that improve access to disability care
and ensure people are referred to the most appropriate
disability services and supports, including consideration
of single access points and national consistent assess-
ment processes in line with nationally agreed principles’.

Support services: data design and the ICF
National data about Australia’s disability support services
and recipients are collated and analysed each year in a
National Minimum Data Set comprising 14 questions
about service outlets (for instance location, size and ser-
vice type) and 17 questions about service users. One
question (and data item) relates to people’s ‘support
needs’, based on the ICF Activities and Participation
domains and also on the Australian disability population
survey question on frequency of need for support.
In developing the question about ‘support needs’ (the

need for personal help or supervision), the design para-
meters were that the data item should be comparable
with the main population data, enable the results from
the main assessment tools in the field to be recorded
using it, and be consistent with national data standards
based on the ICF [25,26]. The question resulting from
development, consultation and testing was a ‘data cap-
ture matrix’ comprising rows reflecting the ICF Activ-
ities and Participation domains, and columns reflecting
the national survey question (see Figure 1). For each of
9 life domains based on the ICF Activities and Participa-
tion domains, there are (essentially) three simple cate-
gories for the frequency of need for support: needs no
help/supervision – with or without aids; sometimes
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needs help/supervision; always needs help/supervision.
This simple two-dimensional data capture framework
appears to have useful and desirable statistical qualities,
and enables the collection of data from thousands of



predominantly by people under age 65 because of the
target group of the time;
• close to 11,000 outlets delivered services in 2007–08,

predominantly non-government organizations receiving
government funding;
• government expenditure on disability support ser-

vices during 2007–08 was $4.8 billion;
• the DSP was the main source of income for most

service users aged 16 years and over since 2003-04 (66–
75%).
The support needs of recipients were relatively high

(Figure 2):
• almost 70% of service users needed support in edu-

cation, work and/or community life;
• around 70% needed support in interpersonal interac-

tions and relationships; learning, applying knowledge
and general tasks and demands; and domestic life;
• some 50% needed support in self care, mobility and/

or communication.
This compares with 6.3% of people of all ages in the

general population who needed assistance with self care,
mobility and/or communication in 2003 [4]. Of service
recipients needing support, almost half needed support
‘always’ in order to carry out the activity or to partici-
pate in that area of life, or else were unable to do so at
all.

Eligibility for disability support services and the ICF
Supporting people in all areas of life relates to the broad
goals of the National Disability Agreement and those of
the UN Convention, notably Article 19 asserting the
right to live independently and be included in the com-
munity



statistical organisations – the Australian Bureau of Sta-
tistics and the Australian Institute of Health and Wel-
fare – use it in national data collections. An Australian
User Guide was published soon after the ICF publica-
tion, with the aim of introducing the ICF and its poten-
tial, and encouraging its use [2].



‘The disability groupings are a broad description of



integrated approach relating policy parameters, dis-
ability data and individual records. The recording of
‘support needs ’ in the national data collection is
achieved via a data capture framework useable across
thousands of disability support services across the
country. A ‘statistical linkage key’ enables records to
be linked from year to year creating a large national
database of individualised yet anonymised records
about people’s disability and their access to disability
services [28,38].
The use by the Australian Bureau of Statistics of a

‘disability module’ in health and other social surveys,
related to the ICF and the main disability survey, and
the 2006 census question on disability, enables a social
record for the nation to be assembled covering a wide
variety of topics.
It would be of significant national value in Australia,

especially as a ‘continuum of care’ is desired, if these
efforts toward consistency of concepts and information
were expanded. It would thus be possible to obtain con-
sistent data from health, aged care, disability and com-
munity services systems about key aspects of health and
functioning.
Future directions and challenges include:
• The involvement in design of information systems of

people with disabilities and service users is essential:
information is then more robust, relevant and person-
centred if service users are involved adequately in the
design of information systems. This is not a new idea,
has been advocated by people with disabilities for many
years, and is increasingly recognised in the research
field. For instance, activity and participation oriented
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