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How to prepare a submission

Submissions should be emailed to awards@fwc.gov.au. Directions set out the due dates for
submissions. Directions are issued by a Member of the Commission and will be published on
the Gender undervaluation - priority awards review webpage on the Commission’s website.

Make sure you use numbered paragraphs and sign and date your submission.

In your submission, provide a summary of your experience and any relevant issues and
proposals. As background, you may wish to review the Commission’s Gender pay equity
research webpage, the Stage 2 report: Gender pay equity research, and the Annual Wage
Review Decision 2023-24 with particular focus on paragraphs [85]-[132], and [162]-[172]].

Issues

1. We believe that the current proposal will:

a. Implement effective pay cuts for many people doing crucial disability advocacy work.

b. Unduly emphasise formal qualifications and undervalue the expertise of people with
lived experience, particularly of disability.

c. Make it more difficult for employers, particularly those working from Government
Grants, to retain qualified staff and grandfather higher levels of pay.

d. Restrict the ability for people to move employers, particularly for current workers
grandfathered into higher rates of pay.

Proposals

2. We echo and endorse submissions of QIDAN, which stated that the Commission should:

a. Protect existing Equal Remuneration Order outcomes by using them as a baseline for
new wage rates, ensuring no current or future employee is paid less for the same work.
Current rates should be the ground floor for any changes.

b. Recognise and properly value the diversity and complexity of community advocacy
work, rather than narrowing its scope to “caring work”.

c. Require governments, as the principal funders, to guarantee adequate funding and
support for organisations to implement any new wage structure though a clear and
sustainable transition process.

3. We also ask that the Commission consider:

a. Providing comparable pay point differentiations currently listed at Levels 4 and 5 of the
new award which would formally recognise the types of expertise that advocates gain
through their tenure in the role.
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Gender Based Undervaluation — Priority Awards Review
Social, Community, Home Care and Disability Services Industry Award (2010)
AM2024/21

Submission by Disability Advocacy Network Australia

Disability Advocacy Network Australia (DANA) is the peak body for over 80 community
organisations who provide independent advocacy support for people with disability.
Disability advocacy is a critical support that enables thousands of people with disability
each year to protect and defend their human rights. This includes work like supporting
people resolve issues with the NDIS, negotiate for the right help at their school, and
addressing rights breaches across Australia.

DANA echoes the concerns raised by ACOSS,' the ASU,? QIDAN? and the financial
counselling# submission regarding the proposed changes to the SCHADS award under
[2025] FWCFB 74 and its potential workforce impacts.

While standardising the award categories in itself is not inherently problematic, the
proposed structure risks further undervaluing the labour of disability advocates. This will
therefore reinforce and expand, rather than correct, longstanding patterns of

undervaluation in the sector.

Issues

. The proposed standardisation of award rates may adversely affect disability advocates

and their capacity to support people with disability in general.

' Australian Council of Social Services, ‘Gender Undervaluation — Priority Awards’ Submission in Fair
Work Commission Review of Gender-Based Undervaluation AM2024/21, 12 September 2025.

2 Australian Services Union, ‘ASU Outline of Submissions’ Submission in Fair Work Commission Review
of Gender-Based Undervaluation AM2024/21, 15 September 2025.

3 Queensland Independent Disability Advocacy Network, ‘RE: AM2024/24 Gender-based undervaluation
— priority awards review’ Submission in Fair Work Commission Review of Gender-based Undervaluation
AM 2024/21, 15 September 2025.

4 Financial Counseling Sector, ‘Financial Counselling Sector Submission tothe Fair Work Commission
Gender-Based Undervaluation — Priority Awards Review (SCHADS Award)’ Submission in Fair Work
Commission Review of Gender Based Undervaluation AM 2024/21, 15 September 2025.
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11.

given the high proportion of disability advocates who are themselves people with disability,
the current proposed standardisation of the award potentially downgrades these roles to
lower than their current award level and would potentially reinforce the patterns of gender-
based undervaluation. These are already noted to have been a historic factor within the

sector.

Emphasis on Formal Qualification

Disability advocacy is highly skilled work involving significant and specialised
interpersonal skills, and capacity to navigate, translate, and support individuals in
engaging with complex and inaccessible systems. In this sense, advocacy work spans
two categories: care work that requires highly specialised interpersonal skills in working
with people with disability; and knowledge and professional work directed to the systems
they interact with, where technical intellectual labour is required.
This skill set can be drawn from multiple sources, including :

a. arange of formal qualifications at levels from Certificate to above;

b. on-the-job and practical experience gained through time in the role; and

c. lived experience, as many disability advocates have direct lived experience of

disability themselves.

While not perfect, current SCHADS structures offer varied forms of recognition about
skills and experience. These lower barriers to higher levels of pay are a crucial part of
enabling recognition of people with lived experience of disability as legitimately skilled
and knowledgeable workers.
The makeup of our industry is broad, diverse, and incorporates the skills of people with
disability at far higher levels than the rest of the economyicei®

As two advocates said in a recent consultation conducted by DANA:

5 Australian Institute of Health and Wellbeing (AIHW), People with Disability in Australia 2024 — Data
Tables: Employment (23 April 2024), AIHW <https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/disability/people-with-
disability-in-australia/data?&page=3>.
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a. “We often employ people with a law background, but really | think what we look
for are the soft skills. [We value] natural problem solvers who think outside the
box [and] learn from each other.”

b. “The majority of our staff have intellectual disability, all of whom work alongside
other people with intellectual disability to build skills, capacity, and confidence.
It's a grassroots organization [and] that hasn’t been valued.”

The 2024 workforce survey from the National Centre for Disability advocacy found that:®

a. 33% of advocates are people with disability

b. 75% of advocates are women

c. 16% of advocates are culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD)

d. 5% of advocates are First Nations people

e. 47% of advocates work part-time, potentially balancing carer or other
workloads.

The SCHADS award has already been recognised by FWC as historically undervaluing
‘care work’ undertaken by women-majority workforces. As indicated by NCDA data above,
disability advocates as a workforce are broadly consistent with the pattern of other roles
covered by the SCHADS award. In addition to this, disability advocates include significant
proportions of workers who experience other forms of socioeconomic marginalisation,
including those with disabilities and those from CALD and First Nations backgrounds.
These groups are more likely to be adversely impacted by any negative financial impact
of reclassification under the Award.

The strength of disability advocacy in serving the community emerges from this diversity
of experience and expertise sets across the workforce, in enabling advocates to work
effectively in the full range of contexts that people with disability might require.

Disability advocates are typically to be employed under Levels 4 and 5 of the SCHADS

Award Schedule B. The minimum appropriate classification being Level 4 reflects the

6 Disability Advocacy Network Australia, ‘Consultation on a new Commonwealth Individual Disability
Advocacy Program with sector for the Department of Health, Disability and Ageing,” unpublished
transcripts and summary reports from workshops and survey.

7 Ibid.

8 National Centre for Disability Advocacy, ‘Advocacy Sector Workforce Survey — 2024 Results Report’
(June 2025) <https://ncda.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/Advocacy-Workforce-Survey-Results-
2025-final-1.0.pdf>, 10-11.



language of the award, where Level 4 (Schedule B) includes roles able to provide

"specialist expertise or advice in their relevant discipline", a crucial element of advocacy

practice. In Levels 3 or below of the SCHADS award, role description language focuses

on ability to follow "established procedures" with direction, which reflects a lower level of

responsibility and delegated authority than is typical in disability advocacy settings. This

analytical thinking in working with complex systems is a core requirement of disability

advocacy, hence the current classification of Level 4 as a minimum. Where advocates

are engaged in more complex cases including with higher engagement with legislation

and government systems, Level 5 is a more appropriate grade, with the language of the

award "exercise judgment and initiative where procedures are not clearly defined"

including in monitoring legislation.

16. Workers currently employed under a level 4 SCHADS award could find themselves in

several different categories under the new framework:

a. A person with disability without formal qualifications who has worked as an

advocate for 3 years.

Typically this worker would be at Level 5 in the current system, attracting
weekly pay of $1694.22 at pay point 1.

Due to their qualification level, this worker would likely be categorised
level 3 or 4 under new framework, resulting in a significant pay reduction.

These levels have weekly pay of $1269.80 and $1371.40 respectively.®

b. A person with a university degree who has worked as an advocate for 1 year,

specialising in NDIS Appeals matters.

Typically this worker would be at Level 5 in the current system, and
would be eligible for moving up a pay point. Weekly pay is set at
$1979.92 at pay point 2.

. This worker would likely be categorised at Level 6.2 under the new list,

resulting in a significant pay reduction. Weekly pay at this level is
$1525.90.1°

9 Gender-based Undervaluation — Priority Awards Review [2025] FWCFB 74, 169.

10 Ibid, 170.
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The current standardisation model proposed in [2025] FWCFB 74 therefore risks
downgrading advocates into levels with significantly lower wages due to the broad way in
which it has defined the expertise base required for each tier of work.
As noted by the ASU'" the lack of guidance on how “equivalent” levels of expertise are
defined relative to formal qualifications means that in practice there is a risk that lived
experience and practical job experience is undervalued relative to formal training, leading
to advocacy roles being pushed into lower level award tiers.
As one advocate said:

a. “...lack of growth opportunities leads to attrition, especially among early-career

and lived experience workers.”

We are deeply concerned that as a result of these changes the critical insights of people
with disability will be sidelined.

Retention

Furthermore, Levels 4 and 5 of the proposed reclassification lack pay points which are
used at other levels to recognise years of experience within a role; this means that under
the proposed reclassification, levels that are most likely to affect disability advocates are
also those least likely to formally recognise experience gained within a role. Practically,
workers currently on the higher end of a pay point scale within a level with years of
experience will be significantly worse off under this new award.

This would be out of step in the typical way advocates develop skills:

a. “My observation is that it takes a good 12 months of ideally supervised practical
experience (depending on previous experience/background) for a disability
advocate to start hitting their straps, and 2-3 years before they get to a fully
developed level of practice, assuming a certain base level of capacity to
understand systems, and develop sophisticated communication skills.”

No clear rationale is presented for this inconsistency in the proposed framework, which

indicates that for whatever reason, work performed under Levels 4 and 5 of the award

" As per the ASU’s analysis, the language of “equivalency” around qualifications “relies too heavily on a
complex evaluative assessment, which will drive practical undervaluation of work and workers”. Above n
2, 39.
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are not imagined to accrue valuable practical experience which should be translated into
higher levels of remuneration and formal recognition.

This inconsistency and flattening of role definitions will compound retention difficulties in
an industry that, due to the relatively low wages and difficult work involved, often sees
people depart for jobs as direct NDIS service providers, NDIS Support Co-ordinators or
in other areas of the economy. Existing trends in high turnover have been identified by
advocates as being related to the low level of pay relative to other areas of the community
sector, and explicitly attributed this to the low grading of advocacy under the current
SCHADS award.

a. “We've missed potential employees due specifically to salary... they want to do the job
but can’t pay their mortgage.”

b. “It's getting harder and harder to attract those people unless they're willing to take a
pay reduction... and that’s just not going to hold up.”

c. “..if you are going to sustain a pool of professional advocates over time - you need
to and want them to be professional, to have qualifications you have to give them |
am not saying a market rate according to the [rate] they'd get elsewhere. | think the
time when you do this because you want to help the community is over. And you
have to give them a sustainable professional rate.” 2

Given that the above noted trends are likely to be exacerbated by the proposed new

framework, there is a risk that existing challenges around workforce retention will be

increased across disability advocacy as a whole. This will compound difficulties

experienced in rural and remote organisations to retain staff.

Implementation

There are also significant practical difficulties that will arise from this decision and what
could result in a pay cut for workers doing advocacy work.

If, as is anticipated, ‘no worse off’ provisions apply to the rollout of the amended award,
the implementation could effectively impose a pay freeze for advocates, over the coming

years. Given the above noted pressures that disability advocacy experiences in retaining

12 Above n 5.
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workers due to the existing low rate of pay, imposing a pay freeze may further fuel this
existing problem rather than providing the means to address it.

It will also result in people being paid different amounts for the same work, despite
equivalent skills and experience in practice.

Many people will also lack the ability to move jobs as they would have to forgo the higher
rate of earning before shifting to a new employer, significantly constraining worker mobility
in a changing sector.

Additionally, advocacy organisations are almost entirely funded on grants from federal
and state governments. While technically open to organisations to pay above award rates,
government funding is likely to be commensurately reduced on the basis of the award
and limit the growth of advocacy services going forward and potentially impact the future
of staff who are required to be at historically higher levels.

Proposals

We endorse submissions of QIDAN, which stated that the Commission should:

a) Protect existing Equal Remuneration Order outcomes by using them as a
baseline for new wage rates, ensuring no current or future employee is paid
less for the same work. Current rates should be the ground floor for any
changes.

b) Recognise and properly value the diversity and complexity of community
advocacy work, rather than narrowing its scope to “caring work”.

c) Require governments, as the principal funders, to guarantee adequate
funding and support for organisations to implement any new wage structure
though a clear and sustainable transition process.

We also ask that the Commission consider:

a) Providing comparable pay point differentiations currently listed at Levels 4

and 5 of the new award which would formally recognise the types of

expertise that advocates gain through their tenure in the role.






	Cover Sheet for Submission
	Gender Undervaluation – Priority Awards  (AM2024/19, AM2024/20, AM2024/21, AM2024/22, AM2024/23)
	Submission cover sheet
	Name
	Organisation
	Contact details:
	Priority Award(s):
	How to prepare a submission
	Issues



	1. We believe that the current proposal will:
	a. Implement effective pay cuts for many people doing crucial disability advocacy work.
	b. Unduly emphasise formal qualifications and undervalue the expertise of people with lived experience, particularly of disability.
	c. Make it more difficult for employers, particularly those working from Government Grants, to retain qualified staff and grandfather higher levels of pay.
	d. Restrict the ability for people to move employers, particularly for current workers grandfathered into higher rates of pay.
	Proposals

	2. We echo and endorse submissions of QIDAN, which stated that the Commission should:
	a. Protect existing Equal Remuneration Order outcomes by using them as a baseline for new wage rates, ensuring no current or future employee is paid less for the same work. Current rates should be the ground floor for any changes.
	b. Recognise and properly value the diversity and complexity of community advocacy work, rather than narrowing its scope to “caring work”.
	c. Require governments, as the principal funders, to guarantee adequate funding and support for organisations to implement any new wage structure though a clear and sustainable transition process.
	3. We also ask that the Commission consider:
	a. Providing comparable pay point differentiations currently listed at Levels 4 and 5 of the new award which would formally recognise the types of expertise that advocates gain through their tenure in the role.

	SCHADS award submission - approved

