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The RSI and Association of the ACT is the only formal support group for 
people with overuse injuries in Australia. It is supported by the ACT 
government with an annual grant of $26,000. In addition to a quarterly 
newsletter, the Association provides a comprehensive website on overuse 
injuries, www.rsi.org.au  and a telephone referral service. It also runs quarterly 
educational meetings, social get-togethers and provides a range of 
information resources on overuse injuries as well as advice on voice-operated 
computing. 
 

1. Assistive Technology Issues. 
 
We wish to draw the attention of the Enquiry to substantial barriers in the area of 
assistive technology against the employment of people with upper limb injuries and 
visual impairments. 
 

Background 
Dragon NaturallySpeaking speech recognition software is used within the ACT PS by 
staff with a range of disabilities including vision impairment, Occupational Overuse 
Syndrome, arthritis and fibromyalgia. This software enables staff who have difficulty 
operating a computer by hand to maintain their productivity by working by voice. 
  
Dragon NaturallySpeaking is specifically designed to work with a range of Microsoft 
and Lotus Notes applications. However, there are problems with the accessibility of 
other applications that are widely used throughout the ACT PS.  These include 
specialised software used for: 

o records management; 
o financial management; 
o personnel records, including flextime recording; 
o ministerial correspondence; and 
o corporate address and phone books. 

 
Many of these specialised applications are developed or procured with little or no 
consideration given to their compatibility with assistive technologies. As a result, 
ACT PS staff dependent on assistive technologies, including speech recognition 
software, are unable to carry out their work.  We are personally aware of cases where 
injured workers have successfully returned to work, only to be reinjured because their 
work involves using applications that have been developed without reference to 
Universal Design Principles, and as a result are not compatible with assistive 
technologies. 

http://www.rsi.org.au/


 
 

Key issues 
The key issue is the lack of keyboard accessibility.  That is, many applications are 
very mouse-driven, with many tasks that can only be done by mouse. 
 
To ensure compatibility with assistive technologies, the most important design aspect 
is keyboard accessibility.  That is, it should be possible to do all tasks by keyboard.  
Tasks that can only be done by mouse should be minimised or, preferably eliminated.  
 
Accessible design of applications would provide benefits to staff with disabilities as 
well as the wider workforce, including: 

o a more ergonomic interface, reducing the risk of work injury 
o being more intuitive to use, thereby requiring less training 
o increased efficiency and productivity 

 
 

Case study 
The impact of these problems is illustrated in the experience of one member of the 
Association: 
 
“My Department was very supportive in providing voice-operated computing 
(VOC) software for me after I got injured. Sadly though, very little 
consideration was given to VOC users when the department went onto a new 
operating system and this led to all manner of problems out of my control. 
 
Dragon did not work well with all the programs I needed to use. It was not 
supported by the IT area of the department and there was no on-site 
assistance. The only way to get telephone technical assistance was from 
interstate and this was not particularly helpful. Technical problems lasted for 
several weeks, but I was expected to get on with my usual work, which was 
impossible without aggravating my injury. 
 
I was positioned on the corridor with only a shortish partition as a barrier 
which did nothing to stop the noise from corridor traffic, including slamming 
doors to stairwells and other distractions. This made it difficult to use the 
software effectively. Nearby colleagues resented my talking into the machine 
and it appeared they would deliberately make unnecessary noise. On the 
other hand, some colleagues found my talking into the computer distracting 
when they wanted quiet to read and think and I could understand that. With all 
the mousing and typing I had to do to operate new software, my condition 
worsened and I eventually left work.” 
 



 

Recommendation 
The Australian Government Information Management Office’s (AGIMO) Better 
Practice Checklist for Assistive Technology for Employees of the Australian 
Government includes a recommendation to “consider the application of Universal 
Design Principles when building or procuring new technology products”. 
 
We support this recommendation. However, we feel that the application of Accessible 
Design Principles should be a requirement rather than a recommendation. 
We further propose that all software used in the ACT Public Service should be 
required to meet accessible design guidelines developed by Standards Australia.   
 
This would enable people with a range of disabilities to work in the ACT PS. 
 
We would also like to make further suggestions to increase the effectiveness of 
Speech Recognition Software within the ACT Public Service 
 

1. Centralised funding should be provided for software and training. Currently, 
the section which bought the software owns it and will not always let users 
transfer it when they get a new job. Occasionally, sections say they can’t 
afford the software for an injured worker. 

 
2. A Dragon network could be facilitated, for example on the Intranet; this could 

be opt-in for privacy reasons. This could allow users to post questions, tips 
and FAQs. 

 
3. If the ACT Public Service had a volume license for Dragon, this would help 

with providing effective technical support by making sure that all users were 
using the same version of Dragon. 

 
4. Upskilling of IT areas is important, as technical issues are common and there 

is currently a lack of expertise with assistive software. 
 

2. Data collection, monitoring and reporting mechanisms 
 
Detailed data on disability employment should be collected and made 
available for analysis. There should be a mechanism for formally reporting 
how employers in the ACT are performing and how disabled workers can 
maintain employment. 
 
It would be useful to analyse any “disability accommodation gap” in the ACT. 
This analysis should focus on differences between departments, agencies 
and private sector employers in terms of reasonable adjustments made and 
workplace outcomes. We believe that few employers understand their duty 
under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 as discussed in Watts Versus 
Australian Postal Corporation (2014) FCA 370. 
 



3. Gender -related matters that intersect with the employment 
of people with disabilities 
 
We note that women are more likely to acquire overuse injuries in the 
workplace and that there are gender-based differences in the incidence of 
disabling conditions later in life. 
 
 

4.  Workers compensation 
  

Given that the ACT has decided to move from Comcare as its workers’ 
compensation provider, it would be useful to review policy and responses to 
disability acquired in the workplace as well as potential aggravation of pre-
existing disabilities. 

 

5.  Definition of disability  
 
The definition of disability should be specifically amended to ensure that 
conditions related to pain are included. 
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