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Australia has 6 states and 2 
territories.

Public hospitals are managed by the  
State Government.

Western Australia (WA) is the largest 
state by land mass in Australia.

WA has five public Health Service 
Providers providing hospital services.

South Metropolitan Health Service is 
one of them.

https://smhs.health.wa.gov.au/


Fiona Stanley Hospital

State Rehabilitation Service

Medi-hotel

Fremantle Hospital

Cockburn Health
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My role and workplace







What is the Hidden Disabilities Sunflower? 
• International symbol for hidden disabilities
 
• Indicates the wearer may need extra time, 

support or patience.

• Used worldwide across many sectors



Importance of hidden disability awareness in health

• People with intellectual disability are x2 more 
likely to experience avoidable death. 

• Autistic people were x3 more likely to 
need admission than non-autistic people 
and were x3 more likely to die in the 
hospital than non-autistic people. 



• My daughter struggles with loud or repeated noises, 
bright lights and being touched. 

• She struggled significantly with staff ……despite (staff) 
being made aware she was autistic.

• Having seen the impact & how distressing it was for her, 
below are suggestions on how to improve the 
experience of those with autism:

 - The Hidden Disability symbol is the sunflower.
 - A green lanyard with sunflowers on it can be 

recognised by all staff and lets them know they 
need to have a little more patience for the 
person. 

 - Here is the Link. 

How our journey began

https://hiddendisabilitiesshop.com.au/


2022: How we started



We knew we needed to:
• Seek approval 
• Keep training simple, brief and 

accessible
• Reward staff 
• Train 500 people to be deemed 

"Hidden Disability Sunflower friendly"
• Set a target date to launch

What we did first
• Gathered information  
• Tabled the complaint 
• Established target priority staffing groups
• Sought support 



2023: The first 500 staff trained



How did we get 500 frontline hospital staff trained in Hidden Disability 
between April and December 2023?



International Day of People with Disability 2023

Launched as Sunflower Friendly Organisation

Over 500
Staff & volunteers trained



2024:  Maintaining Momentum



Gathering momentum



Gathering momentum



2025:  1000 staff trained



Do you know what to say and do if you see a 
person wearing a Hidden Disability Sunflower, to 
help them access the hospital?

Impact and Outcomes

Were you aware of the Hidden Disability 
Sunflower?

Yes - 24
No - 21

Yes - 42
No - 3



I just wanted to let you both know that last night I briefly passed through FSH ED (suspected broken foot – I’ll live 

😊

 ) again for the first time 

in the three years since we suggested the implementation of the Sunflower lanyard and other things.

Given how my last visit went, I was nervous walking in, and I only did so because both of the two nearest Urgent Cares to me were both 

closed. However, I have to say my experience last night couldn’t have been better. It was so, so different from last time. To see the 

sunflowers everywhere, the big ‘waiting time’ screen on the wall, and all the other changes was amazing. I was treated with respect, and 

even actually allowed to speak for myself this time, despite my partner being there with me. I walked out just over an hour later 

absolutely overwhelmed by the difference. 

Thank you both for everything you’ve done over the last few years in improving the space. To actually have my concerns taken seriously 

three years ago was one thing, but to see it really making a difference now is a whole other level of incredible. 

From 2022 complaint to 2025 compliment



2026: Where we are today



• Shared the Briefing Note with other hospitals

• Six other hospital groups in Western Australia are in the process of becoming Hidden Disability Sunflower friendly

• Advocated across the system to influence the State Disability Strategy

Where To From Here?



Ø Gather champions as it is a team effort

Ø Get Executive approval 

Ø Make it easy

Ø Reward the people who do the training

Ø Benefits both patients and staff

Take home messages
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Questions?
Stephanie.coates@health.wa.gov.au



Like and follow South Metropolitan Health Service on Facebook and 
Linkedin to keep up with the latest news and information


