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ABSTRACT 
For consumers of AT to achieve successful outcomes, AT 
practitioners, suppliers and other stakeholders need underlying 
policy and resourcing environments which enable them to 
provide their services effectively. This paper describes the 
process used by the Australian Rehabilitation and Assistive 
Technology Association (ARATA) for developing and 
disseminating an evidence-based Policy Statement and 
Background Papers on Assistive Technology for Australians. 
The process was conducted by an experienced team and 
included literature reviews and member consultations, followed 
by a policy launch, advocacy strategy and meetings with 
government officials. In ARATA’s experience, developing a 
policy statement and disseminating it through a targeted 
advocacy strategy is an effective way for a non-profit 
professional organization to influence government policy. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Australia’s disability services sector is in a state of massive 
change. After many years of consultation [12], the Australian 
federal government passed legislation to establish a National 
Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) in March 2013 [15]. The 
NDIS is a national scheme to fund disability support and care 
[7] and will be officially launched in July 2013, under the new 
name DisabilityCare Australia [15]. If fully implemented in the 
proposed form, the NDIS will represent a seismic shift in the 
way Assistive Technology (AT) and other disability supports are 
funded across Australia. The NDIS was proposed after an initial 
community-developed proposal for a comprehensive approach 
to disability funding was referred to the Australian Productivity 
Commission (APC). The APC's subsequent inquiry was one of 
the biggest in its history and received overwhelming support 
from across the nation. The final report, which proposed the 
NDIS, was released in 2011 [12]. It received bipartisan political 
support nationally and from all the states and territory 
governments, as well as from the disability sector. 

Throughout 2012, the Australian Government developed plans 
to structure and implement the NDIS, and move legislation 
through the Australian Parliament. At the same time, the Board 
of the Australian Rehabilitation and Assistive Technology 
Association (ARATA) considered how ARATA could inform 
debate and policy development in this area. ARATA is a not-
for-profit, professional organisation in Australia, formed in 1993 
[1]. ARATA’s membership consists of 65% allied health and 
specialist engineering professionals, 19% manufacturers and 
suppliers, 17 % service delivery administrators, 5 % consumers 
and 5% educations and researchers [1]. ARATA therefore 
represents a large number of AT practitioners across Australia. 
Given the political nature of NDIS developments, pragmatic 
actions were required which would clearly inform decision-
makers and policy developers within government. While 
grassroots practitioners often have clear and informed 



perspectives on ‘what works’, they are often not consulted when 
policy is formed. Indeed, research evidence and practice wisdom 
is noted to have a relatively minor impact on the political 
processes which drive policies and programs [4; 5].  

With such a broad representation, the ARATA Board concluded 
that ARATA was well placed to harness the expertise and 
knowledge of experts in the AT field, and present a united 
position of AT practitioners in NDIS consultations. Policy 
statements were considered as a practical way to address the 
intersection of policy, research and practice [11].  

In mid-2011, the ARATA Board reviewed Policy Statements 
developed by RESNA (e.g. [13]) and Engineers Australia [9; 
10]. The ARATA Board also spoke with members of the 
Engineers Australia National Committee on Rehabilitation 
Engineering (NCRE) on the rollout of Policy Statements to state 
and federal government officials. ARATA then used a 
competitive tender process to set parameters for the 
development of the ARATA policy statement and select the 
project team. The project team began work in March 2012, with 
a six-month timeline to coincide with key dates for the 
anticipated NDIS legislative arrangements in Australian Federal 
Parliament and the launch of the Policy Statement at the 2012 
ARATA Conference. 

2. DEVELOPING THE POLICY 
STATEMENT  
The Project Team, led by Lloyd Walker, comprised four 
members with a combined total of over 60 years' experience 
across the AT sector [17]. The Project Team used a range of 
strategies to gather data on how the NDIS could incorporate an 
effective AT system, and develop a Policy Statement [2] and 
Background Papers [17] reflecting findings from: literature 
reviews, ARATA member and broader consultations, and an 
online WIKI collaboration. 

The Project Team was careful to seek advice from those with 
links to the development processes of the NDIS to ensure that 
the Background Papers were not only timely, but also responded 
to questions and issues being raised by the preparation work. An 
urgent early element was the background paper on the 
Economics of AT [17], providing evidence of the true cost of 
‘AT solutions’ and not just AT products, across a range of 
disabilities. As the NDIS is an insurance model, typical 
reference costings were critical to scope out the different overall 
solutions the NDIS could fund. This paper was completed within 
a month and was welcomed by the NDIS and their actuarial 
advisors.  

Subsequently, a further three background papers were prepared 
responding to the scopes of the four NDIS Expert Working 
Groups (Eligibility & assessment; Control & choice; Quality, 
Safeguards and standards; Workforce and sector capacity). 
When combined with introductory papers, a broader literature 
review and glossary, the Background Papers [17], formed solid 
evidence on which ARATA could base its Policy Statement [2]. 

2.1 Comprehensive literature reviews 
The Project Team undertook comprehensive literature reviews 
to capture the current best practice and approaches to AT both in 
Australia and internationally. The literature reviews were 
summarised in four key areas: The Economic Potential of AT 
solutions (led by Lloyd Walker and Natasha Layton), 

Assessment and Eligibility (led by Natasha Layton), Control and 
Choice (led by Gunela Astbrink), and Workforce Quality (led by 
Lloyd Walker). The Background Papers also included an 
overview of the so-called 'soft-technologies' [8] (p. 6) 
considered critical to AT provision [16], a flowchart outlining a 
consumer's experience of the AT system, and an informative AT 
glossary. 

2.2 ARATA Member consultations 
The Project Team consulted over 100 people across the sector 
through individual discussions, focus groups in major cities, and 
online interaction through a WIKI portal. These strategies 
ensured ARATA members and other stakeholders (particularly 
consumers) were given multiple opportunities to input into the 
policy development process. The value of the consumer voice 
was exemplified by ensuring input by people with disability. 
This included the involvement of the Consumer- Focus Board 
member throughout the project and a strong participation by 
people with disability in focus groups. Additionally, two 
members of the Project Team have the lived experience of 
disability. 

3. LAUNCH AND DISSEMINATION 
As part of its work, the Project Team developed a 
comprehensive launch and dissemination strategy to ensure the 
Policy Statement and Background Papers were used by ARATA 
members.  

3.1 Policy Statement launch 
The ARATA Policy Statement and Background Papers were 
launched at the ARATA 2012 Conference, in a special Breakfast 
Forum held with delegates. The aim of the forum was to inform 
and engage the ARATA membership by presenting: 

• The rationale for undertaking the work, with an 
overview of the NDIS, 

• All the resources developed for their use, and 
• The planned strategy for promoting the ARATA 

message,  
• A process for ARATA members to  gather and submit 

relevant stories and examples of the value of good AT 
systems and service delivery. 

The ARATA Board printed 2000 copies of the Policy Statement 
for distribution. ARATA members were encouraged to distribute 
these across their own professional networks, and use them to 
advocate for AT within the NDIS. Members were challenged to 
simply share their role as AT Practitioners with their community 
and regional leaders and report back to ARATA through the 
existing listserv and other avenues. Both the Policy Statement 
and Background Papers remain on the ARATA website to allow 
for easy access and to allow enable rapid updating as needed. 

After the presentation by the Project Team, ARATA Board and 
Project Team members facilitated discussion at each table to 
develop ideas and commitment from the members present on the 
next things they could do to capitalise on the policy work. As a 
result a range of pledges of action by individuals and groups 
were shared to inspire and encourage action following the 
Conference. 



3.2 Advocacy Strategy  
Project Team members Michael Summers, Gunela Astbrink, and 
Lloyd Walker, developed a confidential Advocacy Strategy 
which was presented to the ARATA Board. Critical to the 
Advocacy Strategy was a process of bringing the Policy 
Statement and Background Papers to the attention of both 
politicians and policy makers responsible for NDIS policy 
development.  The Advocacy Strategy therefore included a list 
of key stakeholders in the NDIS process with whom ARATA 
should meet. The Project Team also gave advice on how the 
Policy Statement and Background Papers could be used to 
inform ARATA’s written submissions to ongoing consultations 
around the NDIS (and some ongoing reviews of existing state 
and territory equipment schemes) planned for 2013.  

3.3 Meetings with key stakeholders  
Beginning in September 2012, the ARATA Board began a 
targeted strategy of putting the ARATA Policy Statement ‘in the 
hands’ of Members of Parliament, government policy advisors 
and other relevant stakeholders in the NDIS consultations. At 
each meeting, an ARATA Board Member was supported by a 
member of the Project Team acting as an advisor. In many 
cases, these meetings resulted in ARATA being invited to 
additional meetings and discussions on specific components of 
the NDIS related to AT.  

In early 2013, six meetings were held with senior political 
leaders (or their advisors) in disability matters, from all the 
major political parties and both Houses of federal Parliament. In 
addition, two meetings were held with senior staff within the 
Federal Department responsible for disability, and the CEO of 
the NDIS Launch Transition Agency. Beyond this contact was 
made with a number of the expert advisors to the NDIS who in 
some cases facilitated meetings with other decision makers. 
Because the changes depend on support from Australia’s state 
and territory governments, ARATA also met with relevant 
leaders and government officers within those jurisdictions. All 
meeting requests included copies of both the Policy Statement 
and the Background Papers, and it was encouraging that often 
these senior leaders had received and were aware of the details, 
particularly in the Policy Statement, from other points of 
referral. In the vast majority of cases ARATA was commended 
on the scope and quality of the material developed and its value 
in answering important policy questions (both for government 
and opposition parties). 

3.4 Other dissemination activities 
ARATA members have distributed the ARATA Policy 
Statement through a range of channels including conferences 
and professional meetings. All members have been encouraged 
to report back to ARATA via the ARATA listserv. Members 
have also been encouraged to produce case studies on AT 
interventions and outcomes using a standard template. A copy of 
the template is available on request from Lloyd Walker. 

Literature in the Background Papers has formed the basis for 
ARATA submissions to ongoing consultations such as the recent 
Australian Senate NDIS Inquiry [3]. AT consumers and the 
Project Team were also invited to present regarding inclusive 
research methods related to the project, at the Disability 
Inclusive Research Collaboration Conference [6]. 

4. DISCUSSION AND FUTURE WORK 
The ARATA Policy Statement and Background Papers have 
been well received by ARATA members, and appear to have 
made considerable impact across the broader AT sector. 
Indicators of impact include almost 3000 unique visitors to the 
ARATA website since January 2013 and use of key terms such 
as ‘soft technology’ which describes the role of AT practitioners 
in Australia [8; 16]. Both ARATA and the Project Team remain 
heavily involved in policy development work, and recently 
completed a major consultation on credentialing and 
accreditation of AT practitioners and suppliers in conjunction 
with the Assistive Technology Suppliers Australasia (ATSA) 
[14].  

ARATA is increasingly seen as the primary organization 
representing AT Practitioners across all levels of government in 
Australia. By commissioning a Policy Statement and 
Background Papers, ARATA has ensured its ‘voice’ in 
discussions around the NDIS, and DisabilityCare Australia, is 
both highly professional and informed. In ARATA’s experience, 
developing policy statements appears to be an effective way for 
a non-profit professional organization to influence important 
government policy. 
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