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H ere at the Birmingham Disability Resource Centre we have been          
providing employment support services to disabled people since the 

early 1990s. During this time we have observed many fundamental 
changes in society’s response to disability and disabled people, especially 
in the area of employment. Disabled people’s own expectations have risen, 
there is greater legal protection which started with the Disability              
Discrimination Act 1995 and increasing numbers of employers are                   
improving their good practice in the areas of equality and diversity. 
 

The support and information available to disabled people themselves has 
also increased during this period, with an increased number of  training and 
support agencies and schemes. Yet according to research findings              
published by the Department of Work and Pensions in 2007 (Report            
number 416—Persistent Employment Disadvantage), disabled people          
continue to have high unemployment rates and are less likely to enter          
employment than other non-employed people. The report even says that 
“the employment penalty” (defined as the ‘sources of disadvantage’) “faced 
by the disabled population has increased substantially since the 1970s”. 
 

In May 2006 the Birmingham Disability Resource Centre received            
funding from Birmingham City Council and the European Social Fund to 
carry out research into the barriers and perceptions which may still be       
preventing large numbers of disabled people from gaining employment or 
engaging in other types of economic activity.          
 

During this fascinating piece of research we have listened to disabled          
people and support workers from across the city of Birmingham and have 
recorded their views, experiences and perceptions about the  barriers that         
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  Methodology     

T he research project was carried out from May 2006 until August 2007 with a  
report writing phase in September and October 2007. It was an Action        

Research project and it’s methodology was therefore designed to gain qualitative 
data. An initial questionnaire phase of the project was designed to identify issues 
which could be explored in greater depth within the action research phase. 
 

Desk Research 
 

The desk research phase involved an in-depth analysis of information and           
existing research around disability and employment.  
 

Questionnaire Phase 1 
 

The Questionnaire Phase ran from June 2006 until November 2006. Our aim was 
to gain a combination of quantitative data through the use of closed questions 
and qualitative data through the use of open ended questions. 156 people took 
part in the questionnaire phase. Some group interviews and interviews with        
service providers were also held during this phase. 
 

Action Research Phase 
 

The Action Research Phase focussed on 25 people who were asked to explain 
and reflect on specific barriers and / or perceptions which made it difficult for 
them, either now or in the past, to engage with training and employment           
opportunities. Participants were asked to keep reflective diaries. Recordings          
included taped interviews, email responses, one-to-one meetings, self reflective 
diaries and group meetings. 
 

Questionnaire 2 and Focus Groups  

 

A second phase of Questionnaires was carried out between May to the end of 
July 2007 and 3 Focus Groups were held which were attended by service             
providers.  
 

The Main Research Report is available in PDF Format  at our         
website: www.disability.co.uk  

continue to add to  the employment penalty faced by disabled people. This is the 
Summary Report with Key Findings and Recommendations, we hope it            
contributes to the debate and leads to new practices and ideas. 

 
Louise Simmons—Chief Executive 
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  Key Findings and Recommendations  

T he findings of this research were wide ranging and of high qualitative value 
in terms of impartially recording the experiences and perceptions of              

disabled people in Birmingham who are either economically inactive or looking 
for employment and / or related opportunities. These are the five key findings  
of the research with related recommendations: 
 

(1) Disabled People want to work but experience res trictive            
regulations within the benefits system.  
 

96% of our questionnaire respondents were in receipt of welfare benefits, 81% 
said that they felt they could do some form of work given the right support or 
flexibility, yet 64% of our questionnaire respondents said they were not         
engaged in any form of training or work experience related activity at the            
moment. 38% of our questionnaire respondents said that getting a job was 
their number one ambition in life. 88% of disabled people participating in the 
Action Research phase said that they value opportunities which allow them to 
increase their employability, for instance by learning new skills or acquiring self 
confidence through voluntary work, work experience and permitted earnings 
(activities which are referred to as ‘soft outcomes’). Every person in this group 
said that negative experiences and perceptions about benefit regulations act 
as a barrier for people when they want to engage in such activity. In spite of 
strong evidence that disabled people want to work, the benefit system is a         
barrier in terms of restricting people from increasing their employability. The 
qualitative evidence from the research has identified several examples of good 
practice where disabled people have gained skills and increased their                
employability through ‘soft outcome’ activities.   
 

A consultation should take place between Jobcentre Plus, DWP and other 
agencies around the development of more activities and opportunities  
referred to as ‘soft options’  
 

Accurate information about existing schemes such as permitted earnings 
should be more widely promoted to job seekers and to potential supervisory 
agencies. There should be a planned, across-the-board reduction in the         
application of restrictive rules which discourage engagement in ‘soft option’        
activities and a systematic promotion of incentive based benefit rules, such as 
being able to earn on top of benefits, having benefit security and having access 
to other support whilst engaged in beneficial activity. The consultation should 
aim to produce firmer, more easily understood and universally applied            
guidelines around the benefits of soft option activities. The consultation should 
aim to produce more tangible methods of measuring the developmental        
benefits of these types of engagement, but within a flexible framework which 
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takes account of the diversity of the disabled community.   
      
(2) Disabled people are more likely to enjoy fulfil ling and              
sustainable employment when they work for a flexibl e and        
supportive employer.  
 

89% of disabled people participating in our research said that issues around           
flexibility in employment (working hours, policies and procedures) are          
important factors in determining whether they will be successful in gaining and 
sustaining work. During the Action Research Phase participants expressed       
interest in forms of work which allow them greater flexibility in choosing their 
own working conditions and environment, such as self employment, freelance 
and sessional work, home working and small business or social enterprise  
development. In the qualitative evidence there are several examples of good 
practice where disabled people said that their employment had been               
successful and sustainable because of the flexible support offered by an         
employer. However, disabled people also told us that they find it difficult to get 
specialist advice and support around flexible employment options such as       
remote working or self employment. The qualitative evidence contains many 
examples where reasonable adjustments are not offered by employers or          
service providers. There are also examples of good employment practice, 
such as within Birmingham City Council which could be shared with other       
employers.   
 

During two of the service provider Focus Groups, discussions took place 
around the perceived lack of confidence in the Two Ticks certification scheme, 
with professional workers who have direct experience of the scheme agreeing 
that there are flaws and weaknesses in it’s administration. Observations            
included the perception that there has been a lack of commitment to the 
scheme and that certificate holders are not re-assessed on a regular basis.  
 
Wider support to individuals wishing to explore fle xible ways of working, 
more training and information for businesses and em ployers linked to a 
quality mark ‘with teeth’   
 

Funding agencies should support projects that provide a range of specialist  
advice and guidance services to disabled people wishing to develop flexible 
ways of working. Such services might include business mentoring and           
buddying whilst also linking to wider support services such as Access To 
Work. Existing support services could be more widely publicised. The idea of 
a quality mark to demonstrate good practice amongst service providers and 
employers is perceived to be a good one but should be expanded and linked 
to training provision and other types of support for all agencies and             
businesses. Employers need to grasp both the business as well as the           
diversity case for greater flexibility in the workplace. A quality mark system 
needs to enforce this concept and needs to be more effective. Audits need to 
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be more systematic and linked to a referral system for employer training. 
There should be a system for removing the quality mark if employers fall 
down on their commitment. The quality mark could be linked to an online          
forum or newsgroup for sharing good practice amongst service managers. 
There should be a pilot study through which agencies with good practice to 
share, such as Birmingham City Council, can impart knowledge to external 
employers around things like reasonable adjustments and flexible working 
practices. A pilot project could be designed to support employers to prioritise 
sustainable employment for disabled people.   
 
(3) Communication support is vital to many disabled  people 
and a major barrier exists where it is not provided  
 

20% of disabled people participating in our research told us that they have a 
sensory impairment and 63% said that communication support is important 
to them. Qualitative evidence from the Action Research Phase reinforces the 
finding that disabled people in this group experience a significant barrier if                  
interpreters, communication aids or alternative formats are not supplied by 
service providers. During the action research phase of the research a group 
of 5 deaf job seekers told us that their common experience was that                
employment related service providers, including statutory agencies, do not 
provide British Sign Language interpreters even when the individual is a 
regular service user and is attending by appointment. Good examples have 
been cited, such as in the Employment Preparation Team at Birmingham 
City Council where staff with BSL interpretation skills are employed on each 
floor of the office.  
 

All agencies providing employment support services in Birmingham 
should be encouraged to review their provision of i nterpreters,                   
accessible formats and other communication aids.   
 

A local scheme should be supported to train more people to a recognised 
standard of BSL and other commonly used languages and systems of         
communication. Every service provider should be encouraged to employ 
people with communication skills or to make training available to existing 
staff. A more comprehensive database of freelance workers with                  
communication skills could be coordinated between relevant agencies such 
as RNID, BID, RNIB, People First and other specialist groups.           
 
(4) Many disabled people have expertise and skills in                 
delivering equality or access advice but are not re compensed 
financially for their contribution   
 

20% of disabled people participating in our Action Research told us that they          
occasionally or frequently give their own time free of charge or for payment 
of expenses only, to deliver talks and presentations to organisations such as 
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finding that disabled people in this group experience a significant barrier if                  

schools, colleges and youth clubs around disability equality and awareness 
issues. Our interviewees told us that they gain a high degree of social value 
from these activities, they feel they are contributing to their community, they 
are learning skills and self confidence and they are helping to raise             
awareness and change attitudes about disability. Our interviewees also told 
us that they would like to receive some form of payment for their work.    
 

Disability ambassadors—acknowledging the value of d isabled people’s 
knowledge and participation  
 

There is potential to develop a scheme where disabled people are trained to 
be Disability Ambassadors, individuals who can go into some of the agencies 
mentioned above to raise awareness and promote equality around disability. 
The Disability Ambassadors should be paid a sessional wage allowable on 
top of benefits in negotiation with the Department For Work and Pensions 
along the idea of a social wage. 
 

(5) Barriers around independent living 
 

28% of disabled people participating in our Action Research Phase told us 
that some of the biggest barriers to employment are caused by not having 
enough support with their independent living needs. One disabled person 
told us that she has had to struggle to obtain Direct Payments - funding she 
can now use to pay her own support workers. Another disabled person told 
us his life is in a rut and he feels overwhelmed by red tape. The qualitative 
evidence around independent living needs from our Action Research phase 
was very high with a disabled worker from an Independent Living support 
service describing how the barriers to employment start before the disabled 
person even reaches “the ladder”. There is evidence in the research that 
many agencies in the city are providing different aspects of the support that 
disabled people need but that greater coordination is needed.   
 

A holistic, person-centred approach across all serv ices 
 

A city wide Key Worker scheme should be developed and coordinated            
between existing services who offer support on both independent living and 
employment advice and guidance. The Key Worker could offer a service that 
bridges the gap between independent living issues and training and          
employment opportunities with the additional availability of more specialist 
support in either area. The scheme would encourage a holistic approach and 
greater connectivity between service providers. Examples of good practice 
such as ‘person centred services’ should be developed within the              
modernisation of adult day services in Birmingham, with greater attention to 
the key transitional processes that affect many disabled people, such as the 
transition from school to adulthood and the rehabilitation process following a 
new impairment or a medical or health related crisis. 
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