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1.0 Introduction

Society’s the disability“ ”- Cardiff focus group participant - 

Women in Wales share many of the same challenges in their working lives, but are not a 
homogenous group. Opportunities and experiences at work are shaped by gender, and 
factors such as having an impairment or a long-term health condition, ethnicity, nationality, and 
age. Much work still needs to be done to ensure equality of outcome for all women in Wales, 
particularly disabled women and women with long-term health conditions.1

This research makes apparent where and how disability and gender intersect, and explores the 
points of convergence and divergence between disabled women and disabled men, and non-
disabled women. The barriers disabled men and women face impact them differently, and there 
are some barriers that are unique to disabled women. In addition, while all women, disabled and 
non-disabled, face inequalities in labour market participation, career progression, occupational 
segregation in low-paid sectors, unequal outcomes, and a persistent gender pay gap, disabled 
women face barriers and have experiences which are not shared by non-disabled women. 

An intersectional approach is therefore necessary to understand the experiences of disabled 
women in Wales. Intersectionality is a framework for understanding how social and political 
identities combine to create unique modes of discrimination. Power structures based on factors 
such as gender, race, sexuality, disability, class, age and faith interact with one another and 
create inequalities, discrimination and oppression. One single form of discrimination cannot and 
should not be understood in isolation from another.2

1 The research process revealed the debate around terminology and inclusive language. Section 3 explains our 
adoption of the Social Model of Disability. Using the guidelines from Disability Wales, I use identity-first language 
where appropriate throughout this report to emphasise that people with impairments are disabled by barriers in 
society. I recognise that not every person – including some of our research participants - with an impairment or health 
condition will refer to themselves in this way. I use the terms disabled women and women with health conditions, and 
conversely non-disabled women to refer to women who do not face these barriers.http://www.disabilitywales.org/
socialmodel/inclusive-language-and-imagery/ Accessed 27/03/2020. I use the term D/deaf to refer to people 
who are Deaf (sign language users) and deaf (who are hard of hearing but who have English as their first language 
and may lipread and/or use hearing aids), and to reflect some Deaf people’s emphasis of that identity. https://www.
gre.ac.uk/study/support/disability/staart/ddeaf Accessed 14/04/2020.
2 Davies, Natasha and Furlong, Cerys, (June 2019), ‘Deeds not Words. Review of Gender Equality in Wales (Phase 
Two)’, p13. https://chwaraeteg.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Deeds-Not-Word-full-report.pdf Accessed 
14/04/2020
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Disabled women and women with health conditions are disadvantaged in the labour market 
because of assumptions, stereotypes, and biases about their gender and their impairment and 
health condition. Disabled women are less likely to be employed: 50% of disabled women in 
Wales are in employment, compared to 52% of disabled men; 78% of non-disabled women, and 
85% of non-disabled men.3 There is also a pronounced disability pay gap (DPG) which intersects 
with, and is exacerbated by the gender pay gap (GPG).4

Experiences of disabled women and women with health conditions can vary considerably, 
shaped by age, ethnicity, education level and other factors. As a result, there is no one-size-fits 
all approach to alleviate inequality, and it is imperative that disabled women are heard, and are 
able to inform policy and practice in the workplace and in government. 
Women’s voices and words are central to this research; they have discussed the challenges they 
have faced. Underpinned by labour market data and quantitative analysis of survey responses, 
qualitative research methods elicited rich and emotive evidence of the lived experience of 
disabled women’s working lives.

At Chwarae Teg, we work to use our position to amplify women’s voices, especially those 
women whose interests are not always adequately represented, as we strive to create a truly 
equal Wales. We seek to do justice to the women and men who have generously shared their 
experiences with us, and to fully and accurately represent their interests. We commit to using our 
position and influence for all women.

3 Annual Population Survey (APS) Retrieved through Nomis, Table TO2a Economic Activity by Disability (Equality 
Act), October 2018-September 2019, 16-64 year olds. 
4 Pay gaps are the percentage difference between the average (median) hourly pay of two groups, such as disabled 
and non-disabled workers.

4



1.1 Defining disability: the social model
Historically, disability in the UK was based on the Medical Model of Disability, in which a 
person’s impairment was seen as disabling,5  preventing them from doing tasks in the same 
way as a non-disabled person. In contrast, under the Social Model of Disability (SMoD), 
disability is caused by how society is organised.6  Disability refers to the barriers that people 
with impairments and/or long-term health conditions experience in their day-to-day life. 
These barriers can be attitudinal, institutional, communicational and/or environmental.7 The 
Social Model of Disability looks at ways to remove these barriers as a collective and societal 
responsibility, rather than an individual one. 

Barriers can only be successfully removed when the varied experiences of disabled people are 
fully understood, actively considered and used in evidence-based policy-making.8 Adopting the 
SMoD requires a shift in attitudes, culture, and, in how work is organised. What this shift looks 
like is examined in depth in the Gender Equality Review by Chwarae Teg, which recommends 
moving to an equalities mainstreaming approach built on an equity model, and that ‘recognises 
that there are structural inequalities that could prevent people from participating fully in society 
and our economy.’9

 5 Welsh Government, ‘Action on Disability’. 
 6 Welsh Government, ‘Action on Disability’ and European Parliament, ‘Study on Discrimination and Access to Employ-
ment for Female Workers with Disabilities’.
7  Welsh Government, ‘Action on Disability’, p12-13 
8  Welsh Government, ‘Action on Disability’, p12  
9 Davies, Natasha and Furlong, Cerys, (June 2019), ‘Deeds not Words. Review of Gender Equality in Wales (Phase 
Two)’, p16-17. https://chwaraeteg.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Deeds-Not-Word-full-report.pdf Accessed 
14/04/2020.
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1.2 Disability and Public Policy 
The current policy landscape regarding disabled people and paid employment is complex. 
Legislation, regulation, public policy and services that affect disabled people’s lives are 
developed and administered by the UK Government, Welsh Government and local authorities, 
and other actors, such as employers, obviously have a significant role to play. 

A comprehensive summary of this landscape is included in the full report, however, there are 
a number of key areas to note that were the subject of discussion with participants and have 
informed our recommendations. 

Interventions tend to fall under two categories: supporting disabled workers at work and 
encouraging disabled people into work. The social security system, which is largely reserved to 
the UK Government, is essential to most disabled people with impairments and long-term health 
conditions both in and out of work. Reforms to the UK’s welfare system over the past decade 
have largely been judged to have a disproportionately negative impact on disabled people and 
on women. 

The UK Government administer a number of key support programmes that participants had 
experience of, namely the Disability Confident scheme and Access to Work. The Welsh 
Government administers a number of employability schemes, some of which target particular 
groups. During the current Welsh Government term, there has been a strong focus on closing 
disability gaps in the Welsh labour market and a number of actions are detailed in the latest 
Independent Living Framework and Action Plan, published by Welsh Government in 2019.10 

10  Welsh Government ‘Action on Disability’, p. 36
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2.0 Methodology
The central question this research explores is: “What are the experiences of disabled women in 
accessing and progressing in work/ the Welsh economy?”

To address this question, the research explored existing statistical evidence as well as gathering 
data via an online survey and a series of focus groups. Consideration was given to the barriers 
disabled women encounter, the accessibility of employability and support programmes and the 
changes that disabled women want to see. 

Online Survey: 
An online survey was carried out in September-October 
2019 with disabled women and men, to capture the 
different experiences of women and men. 318 people 
who have an impairment and/or health condition 
engaged with the survey, and 195 of them completed or 
semi-completed the survey. 

The survey was designed to facilitate a comparative 
analysis of the experiences of disabled women and men. 
A greater percentage of women participated than men, 
and the women who responded tended to be younger 
on average. While there are limits to this comparative 
approach, the survey responses indicate that disabled 
women and men have had different experiences along 
gender lines. 

Focus Groups: 
Three focus groups were 
organised across Wales: 
Cardiff, Swansea and 
Wrexham. Disabled women 
from all backgrounds were 
invited to the focus groups 
through disability organisations 
and social media. There were 
15 participants in total. There 
was a BSL interpreter in each 
focus group who shared their 
professional and personal 
experience.

7



3.0 Experiences of Disabled 
women in employment 

3.1. Job seeking and recruitment 

47% of women participants ‘agree’ or ‘strongly agree with the statement ‘I have found it difficult 
to secure employment because of my impairment or health condition’, among the men, 55% 
agree or strongly agree. This section presents and analyses the data collected through the survey 
and the focus groups, examining disabled women’s experiences through their employment 
journey, and seeks to understand what is happening behind that statistic.

Confidence and self-esteem 

This report shows that barriers to 
women’s employment come from 
external sources, but confidence is 
an important issue as it is impacted 
by repeated negative experiences. 
Repeated knocks to an individual’s 
confidence and self-esteem can 
be exhausting and demotivating, 
making it harder for disabled women 
to challenge employment barriers. 

I’ve found that the 
experiences I’ve had, 

have destroyed my 
confidence and I feel 

pretty useless.
“

”- Cardiff focus group participant - 

However, Interventions that only focus on building confidence and ignore the external barriers 
disabled women are encountering will therefore have limited success. 

I think if  people could understand how 
much it can destroy your life in terms of  your 
confidence and your ability to feel that you’re 
actually a valuable functioning human being.“ ”- Cardiff focus group participant - 
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Disclosing a disability or health condition  

Men are more likely than women to always disclose that they have an impairment or health 
condition on job applications. Women’s decision to disclose was more conditional than men’s, 
with 51% of women, and 29% of men disclosing depending on the job advert, the job, or the 
employer.

However, once in work, women are more likely to discuss their impairment or health condition 
with their employer - 85% of disabled women and 62% of disabled men have discussed their 
impairment or health condition with their employer. It is noteworthy and concerning that 16% 
of women and 29% of men have not discussed their impairment or health condition with their 
employer.

Our findings suggest that gender is an important factor that shapes if and in what circumstances 
disabled people disclose their condition to a potential employer. Men may be more confident 
disclosing at an early stage, while women may be more cautious due to the multiple 
discrimination they face. Further investigation into the gender difference of disclosures would 
offer important insights; into why and in what circumstances people with impairments or health 
conditions make a disclosure, and what is preventing disabled people from talking about their 
health condition or impairment. This would help employers and organisations become more 
accessible and inclusive.
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Recruitment process 

48% of women and 37% of men disagree or strongly disagree that job application and 
interviews are accessible to and inclusive of disabled people.   However, there is ‘no one size fits 
all’ solution to make recruitment more accessible for and inclusive of disabled candidates. In fact, 
making assumptions about someone’s abilities can be damaging.

I did apply for a job a few years ago which was 
with another disability group and the interview 
process was going to be part face-to-face question/
answers conversation and then there was also a letter, 
written-type test. Before I’d even got to the interview 
I’d had an email back saying we’re going to allow 
you extra time for the written, for the typing part of  
the interview question, which kind of  surprised me 
first of  all because in my application I’d said I’d been 
using a qwerty keyboard since the age of  seven and 
it just kind of  really shook me and actually kind of  
took me aback a little bit. Needless to say, I didn’t 
get the job but when they called me to say that I 
didn’t have the job and I asked for some feedback 
the response I got was that it has nothing to…it had 
no resemblance on my disability, the reasons why 
I didn’t get the job…And for me, I think it kind of  
put me back…I was horrified and I’d never had that 
before…I think as a disabled person I think you 
know your limits of  what you are capable of  and it’s 
not as if  I was going for a warehouse job…it was 
the fact that I thought I’m going for a job that’s an 
admin-based job that I’m currently doing.

“

”- Cardiff focus group participant - 

10



The voices of disabled people must therefore be central to any strategies to make recruitment 
processes inclusive and accessible.

Other issues raised by participants included organisations who profess to be accessible and 
inclusive not putting this into practice, and a lack of knowledge and understanding about the 
adjustments needed by different people. 

  Even when you go for a job interview and you 
say you’re in a wheelchair, and [they say], ‘we’re 
accessible, yes’, you can get in the door, but then 
you’re given like a table that you can’t get up to.“ ”- Swansea focus group participant - 

Inclusive and accessible recruitment processes should ask applicants who disclose an impairment 
or health condition, what support and adjustments they need to help them perform at their best.
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Respondents to the survey and participants in the survey groups made suggestions about what 
they would like to see changed in recruitment processes. These include straightforward changes 
to improve accessibility and inclusiveness when recruiting, such as letting candidates know where 
the toilets are in the building when they arrive for their interview.

Businesses inviting a disabled candidate should be proactive and ask which adjustments they 
need to perform at their best. Ideally, this conversation should be initiated by a named staff 
member who is not on the recruitment panel, such as a ‘Disability Champion’ who is suitably 
trained.

Collecting and monitoring equalities and diversity data is important in affecting real change. 
However, it was felt strongly by participants that this information should not be made available to 
interview or shortlisting panels. 

11  UK Government, ‘Disability Confident: how to sign up to the employer scheme’ https://www.gov.uk/guid-
ance/disability-confident-how-to-sign-up-to-the-employer-scheme Accessed 21/02/2020

Disability Confident Scheme and Guaranteed Interviews 

Employers who sign up to be Disability Confident commit to ‘offering [disabled 
people] an interview if they declare they had a disability and meet the minimum 
criteria for the job.’11  Many employers offer a similar scheme and will offer 
interviews to disabled applicants that meet the essential criteria. Disability 
Confident is an important scheme and can have an important impact on 
disabled women’s employment.

Close to half of women (46%) and 27% of men look for disability confident 
or disability friendly employers when they are searching for a job.  However, 
women’s experiences have not been entirely positive when employers use 
Disability Confident as a ‘tick-box’ scheme and do not back this up with robust 
policies. Participants reported issues with these schemes not going far enough 
to counteract the prejudices and barriers to employing disabled people, while 
others had experiences of being invited to interview for roles where they were 
being set up to fail. 

Interventions, such as Guaranteed Interview, must therefore be used 
authentically to support people with disabilities into the workplace, and not as 
a ‘tick-box’ exercise and need to be consistently evaluated and adapted.
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Increasing and improving the level of training and information available to all staff, and 
particularly HR teams and staff involved in shortlisting and interviewing was another key theme, 
along with ensuring that unconscious bias does not seep into the criteria on job descriptions, 
creating barriers before job seekers have even opened the application form. Women and 
men flagged how ‘standard’ criteria, which appear regularly in job descriptions, can exclude 
disabled applicants.  

Alongside these broad themes and fundamental changes to the ethos of recruitment, research 
participants made numerous practical, specific suggestions for making the recruitment process 
more inclusive for disabled people. The richness of women’s responses to free text questions 
about recruitment indicate how strongly women survey takers feel about this issue, and the depth 
of their desire to see real changes. These recommendations are outlined in the full report. 
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3.2 Experiences as employees
Overall, women and men have had positive experiences in their workplace as the table below 
shows. However, the research shows how disabled women have had negative experiences in 
their current and previous roles.

Positive experiences in employment

The key words which emerge from women’s words about what has made their experiences at 
work positive include:

Disabled women have positive experiences in work when they have flexibility in their role, 
adaptations that enable them to do their job to the best of their ability, good communication with 
managers and HR, and a satisfying job in a company with shared values. 
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Supportive

Understanding

Respectful

Inclusive
Valued

Accepting

AwareWelcoming

Helpful

Friendly

Fair
Honest

Equitable

Open

Women Men

Number % Number %

Positive 81 69 29 64

Negative 37 31 16 36

Total 118 100 45 100

Number of Women and Men having Positive/Negative 
Experiences at Work 



Current employer has been very 
accommodating of  my need to work flexibly. 

There is a disability support group on site plus 
regular communications. I feel my employer 
‘walks the walk’ on things like this, whereas 

previous employer[s] have been quite immature 
about it. I feel valued for the work I do and they 

essentially get out of  my way to let me do it.

“
”- Woman survey respondent  - 

Openness and willingness to learn, adapt, and listen to disabled employees about the best way 
to support them has a big impact on disabled women’s experiences. Other aspects of work – 
communication, respect, and social aspects – have a bearing on disabled women’s experiences.
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Negative experiences in employment

The key words which emerge from women’s words about what has made their experiences at 
work negative include:

Employers who do not think through the impact of decision-making and policy change on 
colleagues with impairments and health conditions negatively affect disabled employees. While 
good managers can have a very positive impact, changes in personnel or poor managers can 
sour that experience. Neither can a good manager make up for poor or ineffective policies. 

My immediate line managers are 
understanding and willing to learn, the policies 

however make things very hard and I have had to 
drop hours from full time to part time“ ”

16

Thoughtless
Condescension

InconsiderateTokenism

AwkwardBullying

Attitudes

- Woman survey respondent  - 



Not being believed, listened to, or respected at work made women’s experiences negative, and 
this is a particular issue for women with invisible impairments and health conditions.

My boss didn’t believe I was poorly and said I 
‘played on’ my disabilities. 

She wanted proof  from a doctor.

Was made to feel that I was making up my 
illness, my employer at the time told me they 
don’t have to take any notice of  my Dr note 

to reduce my hours temporarily, and that they 
wouldn’t do so! Going through a difficult period 

of  ill health, I needed to reduce my hours in 
order to remain in work. I was told (screamed at) 

by my manager that she knew people with my 
condition who work full time so why can’t I?! She 

continued that I was only making up being ill.

“ ”“

”Good quality, ongoing Disability Equality Training, which ‘explores the concept of people being 
disabled by society’s barriers and attitudes’, for staff at all levels was highlighted as essential 
through the research.  

17
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Discrimination

58% of women and 42% of men who completed the survey have faced prejudice or 
inappropriate attitudes  from their employer and/or colleagues on their impairment or health 
condition.

My previous two jobs were very negative. I was 
discriminated [against] on two occasions and had 
to enter litigation. This was very difficult as being 

disabled and not being able to afford legal fees 
there was absolutely no help or support for being a 
disabled person fighting a disability discrimination 

claim which is extremely complex in the legal arena. 
I had to still prove I was disabled even though I had 
medical evidence. I had to give up fighting because 

it affected my health.

“
”- Woman survey respondent  - 

Discrimination thrives when negative 
attitudes towards disabled people 
go unchecked. Disabled women 
are trying to work, to manage their 
impairments and health conditions, 
whilst counteracting discriminatory 
and bullying attitudes from individuals 
in and out of work, who find support 
for their views in national newspapers 
and from policies that test disabled 
people’s right to financial and other 
forms of support, such as Personal 
Independence Payments (PIP). 

…they’re putting 
down copies of  

the Daily Mail on your 
desk about benefit 

fraud and things, you’re 
like, oh God’s sake, 
here we go again…

“
”- Cardiff focus group participant - 

Perhaps the converse of these overtly negative and discriminatory experiences are women who 
disliked being over-protected. The phrase ‘being wrapped up in cotton wool’ was used by one 
woman to describe well-meaning colleagues and managers who question and doubt her ability 
to do particular tasks with a view to protecting her from harm. This again relates to the idea of 
avoiding a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach and of trusting disabled employee’s judgements and 
knowledge of their conditions. There is a lack of knowledge and understanding about how best to 
support disabled people in the workplace, and fear and anxiety about ‘getting it wrong’.
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Workplace adjustments and inclusiveness in work 

Proportionally more women than men have requested workplace adjustments; 76% of 119 
women and 57% of 44 men who took the survey. 50% of women and 42% of men agreed or 
strongly agreed that their employer has made appropriate, reasonable adjustments according 
to their requests. The majority of requests are for workstation adjustments and equipment, and 
flexible working arrangements.

Reasonable adjustments are the minimum to ensuring that disabled women and men can thrive 
and achieve their potential in the workplace. This is ineffective when tokenistic, or where disabled 
people are not involved in decision-making. Failure to implement accessibility throughout the 
workplace causes issues for physically disabled workers, with implications for health and safety. 

I also had to wait for a long time for a 
ramp to get out at the closest fire exit so I 
had to either wait in the building if  there 

was a fire or go a long way round to get out 
of  the building.“ ”- Woman survey respondent  - 
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Type of Request
Number of Survey Participants

Women Men

Work station adjustment / equipment 50 11

Flexible working 41 9

Office accessibility arrangement 21 5

More / improved breaks 7 0

Access to software / hardware 3 3

Assistant 2 2

Workplace Adjustments



Flexible working 

When disabled employees make flexible working requests, they are overwhelmingly accepted 
by employers; 76% of women’s and 71% of men’s flexible working requests have been accepted. 
This  should be further encouraged, and policies strengthened to enable more employers to 
accept requests.

Survey participants emphasised that they want the flexibility to attend their medical 
appointments. Disabled people have the right to take time off for medical treatment or 
counselling as a reasonable adjustment under the 2010 Equality Act. However, some 
participants drew attention to situations where employers were unaware of this, or contravened 
the Act by expecting them to use sickness absence or requiring them to make up the time.  
Women participants talked about wanting acknowledgement of their right to take time off for 
medical appointments and the need for leave and absence policies to account for the multiple 
adjustments and support that disabled employees may need.  

Even where time off in relation to women’s impairments or health conditions is recognised, some 
women said they feel guilty for taking this essential time off to manage their condition. 

I still feel guilty. I had an appointment…
but I still have to work all my flexing hours to 
make sure that I could make that appointment 

but I felt the need to say I have to have that 
day off  because I had a hospital appointment, 

even though I made up those hours already, 
but I still felt really, really guilty.

“
”You feel you’ve got to justify yourself. 

Because you want people to understand. ”“
The pressure to live up to society’s expectations and norms can be deeply ingrained. Policies to 
guarantee disabled people’s rights at work that are followed and enforced within workplaces 
are an important step to ensuring that, until there is a much needed cultural shift and society’s 
expectations change, disabled women and men can exercise their rights and manage their 
conditions at work.

20
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Career Progression 

There is a gender difference in women and men’s experiences of promotion. An equal 
percentage of men and women (24%) agreed or strongly agreed that they have a clear 
progression path. However, 41% of women and 31% of men disagreed or strongly disagreed, 
with the remainder unsure. 

More women than men agreed or strongly agreed that they had been treated less favourably 
because of their gender; 32% of women compared to 6% of men. 

Insufficient support to help disabled women progress in their career, coupled with lack of 
understanding about impairments and health conditions, creates a situation where women are 
unable to progress as they should.
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4.0 Disabled People in 
Self-employment

Self-employment presents itself as a potential solution to some of the challenges reported with 
accessing employment. However, self-employment comes with its own challenges. Disabled 
women should be able to make a positive choice to follow this path, and not encouraged into 
self-employment because it is judged that employment is not possible, or too difficult. Disabled 
women should not feel forced into self-employment as a result of inflexible and inaccessible 
employment options. 

We asked research participants about their experiences of self-employment, their reasons for 
moving into self-employment and considered whether entrepreneurial disabled people are being 
fully supported.

22% of women and 32% of men who participated in the survey have been self-employed at 
some point in their careers.

Reasons for becoming self-employed 

While the majority of self-employed women had made a positive choice to leave their previous 
job to start a business, a combination of factors, including unemployment, insecure employment 
or redundancy, alongside their impairment or health condition and caring responsibilities, made 
self-employment the best option for some women to remain economically active.

A gender difference is apparent. While men tended to give only one reason for being self-
employed and to be succinct in their answers, women’s explanations tended to be longer, 
suggesting that multiple factors in their working and home lives came together to make self-
employment the best option at a particular point in their career.

Being self-employed gives women control over their own working environment, without having to 
make requests for adjustments from employers. For one woman, self-employment enables her to 
use text-based communication, such as email, while others commented that self-employment was 
the ‘easiest way to control my environment and stay well’, and the ‘only way to get work because 
of my need to control my environment in order to be functional’.
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I couldn’t get a job with enough flexibility 
for my disability and wanted to be able 

to choose where and who I worked with, 
because of  my disability.“ ”

- Woman survey respondent  - 

Self-employment provided more 
flexibility to enable me to take care of  my 

son without relying on childcare.
- Woman survey respondent  - “ ”

Some reasons women gave are shared by all self-employed people, for example, earning 
money was a factor in many women’s decision to become self-employed, with typical responses 
including ‘to achieve a realistic income’ and ‘to earn extra cash.’

Survey participants were asked about how their experience as an employee impacted on their 
decision to become self-employed; 60% of self-employed women and 37% of men said that 
being employed affected their decision. The majority of self-employed women said that as an 
employee, the lack of flexibility, support and understanding or the high level of stress, affected 
their decision to become self-employed.  

23



Challenges in self-employment 

The biggest barriers affecting self-employed disabled women mostly related to the unique 
challenges of self-employment; confidence, managing income and making enough money, lack 
of financial security, finding clients and work, managing finance, and the working hours. There 
were challenges that related to women’s impairment and/or health condition, such as continuing 
to work with health issues, and the lack of support available to disabled people, including formal 
sick leave or sick pay.  

Managing self-employment within the social security system presents challenges:

Getting enough work to make it pay. Under 
Universal Credit, it’s impossible to do (who 
can pay themselves a full time living wage?)“ ”- Woman survey respondent  - 

Disabled women highlighted the lack of support available to set up and develop their business 
and the majority of survey respondents did not receive any official support when they were 
setting up their business. For disabled women even getting to where they need to be to apply for 
and seek support can pose a challenge, when public transport and buildings pose environmental 
barriers:

It’s still very, very hard because even to get 
into the bank where you want to go for your 

bank loans, the banks aren’t easy to get in and 
out of, especially now that they’re closing them 
all and you’ve got to go into the city to get to a 
bank so you’ve now got to get on a park-and-

ride bus that you can’t get on.

“
”- Swansea focus group participant  - 
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5.0 Disability support programmes
A key point that disabled women raised in the research was that support schemes which focus 
on skills training, and particularly up-skilling, are not adequate in meeting government targets 
for increasing the number of disabled people in employment. The Social Model of Disability 
describes how people are disabled because society is designed for people without impairments 
and health conditions. Support programmes which focus only on disabled people’s skills 
individualise societal and workplace barriers.  

Social security and the Labour Market 

The benefits system is the biggest and most important support system to disabled people, ensuring 
a consistency of income and other financial support when they are in and out of work. The key 
themes emerging from the focus groups and survey concern the inflexibility of the current social 
security system as it currently exists and how important it is that when disabled women are ready 
to work, that employment pays better than being on benefits.  

There are difficulties sometimes with dealing 
with the system, whether it means social 

services, the DWP or anything like that…If  
you don’t fit in with the workplace, if  you don’t 

fit into their neat little boxes you may as well 
forget it.

“
”- Cardiff focus group participant - 

The social security system is not sufficiently accommodating of the needs of people whose 
impairments and health conditions mean that they engage with the labour market for a shorter or 
more fractured, but equally valuable, period of time.
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Access to Work 

Access to Work is a publicly funded employment support programme across Britain, which aims 
to help more disabled people to start or stay in work.12  Through Access to Work, employees and 
the self-employed can apply for a grant to reimburse support costs. Support can be provided 
where an employee needs additional help or adaptations for their work, beyond the reasonable 
adjustments that employers are routinely expected to make. 

Two main criticisms of Access to Work emerged from the research. The first was that employers 
do not know about Access to Work and how it can help them to employ, retain and support 
employees with disabilities. Secondly, respondents raised concerns about the effectiveness of 
Access to Work in supporting employees and self-employed people in work since it has been 
reviewed.

it’s incredible how many people have never 
heard of  Access to Work but the government 

like it that way, they don’t want people to know 
about Access to Work because it costs the 

government money.
“ ”- Swansea focus group participant - 

Adjustments have largely positive effects when put into place promptly, but participants raised 
a number of issues with the scheme including being overly reliant on having ‘good personnel’ 
involved in, employer reluctance due to the potential of incurring costs as well as a lack of 
knowledge about the scheme and about disability in the workplace. Some participants reported 
negative experiences with the Access to Work assessment itself, including concerns that the 
scheme is becoming less supportive. 

...my last AtW assessment was of  a poor 
quality, they did not listen and what was 
purchased did not meet my needs, so not 

effective at all.“ ”- Woman survey respondent - 

12  UK Government (April 2020), ‘Access to Work factsheet for employers’, https://www.gov.uk/govern-
ment/publications/access-to-work-guide-for-employers/access-to-work-factsheet-for-employers Accessed 
4/3/2020
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Disability Confident 

The Disability Confident scheme is a UK government scheme designed to encourage employers 
to recruit and retain disabled people and those with health conditions. For an organisation to 
become ‘Disability Confident: Committed’ the first level in the scheme, an applicant organisation 
has to indicate their commitment to;

 Ensure your recruitment process is inclusive and accessible
 Communicate and promote vacancies
 Offer an interview to disabled people
 Anticipate and provide reasonable adjustments as required

 Support any existing employee who becomes disabled, or develops a long-term health             
    condition to stay in work

This level of the Disability Confident scheme also requires an organisation to commit to at least 
one action, such as offering work experience, job shadowing, internships, and paid employment. 
UK Government’s most recent figures suggest that over 1,000 employers in Wales are signed up 
to the Disability Confident scheme.13   

The Disability Confident scheme came under criticism from focus group participants, with some 
feeling it has become a ‘box ticking’ exercise. 

1

2

3

4

5

That will then allow you to then say that on 
[recruitment material] when people are going 
to apply for jobs. It doesn’t mean that you’ve 

got any resources in place“ ”- Cardiff focus group participant - 

 13 UK Government, ‘Disability Confident Employers that have signed up’, https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/disability-confident-employers-that-have-signed-up Accessed 15/04/2020



Work Placements and Internships

Placements and internships can provide valuable experience for disabled people if they are well 
implemented and supported.

Participants praised some existing schemes, particularly those that are paid and have good 
conversion rates into permanent employment. There was also a sense that these kind of schemes 
are more readily available for students. 

One issue with placements that emerged was the difficulties these can cause for those who 
receive social security benefits. The short-term duration of the placements can disrupt women’s 
financial situation in the medium term.

when you are, for example, single, living on your 
own, and stuck in the horrible benefits system, you 
can’t afford to take the risk, having three months 

where it may or may not work out.

That’s where the flexibility isn’t there with the 
benefits system.

It’s almost like you need to ring-fence your situation 
and say, okay, you can try it but there will be 

absolutely no disadvantage to you if  you ring up and 
say it’s not working out for these reasons but there’s 

not the flexibility to do that, 
there’s no ring fencing.

- Cardiff focus group participants - 

Participant 1:

Participant 2:

Participant 3:

“

”
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6.0 Conclusions and                                                                                                                                              
         recommendations 
Disabled women make important contributions to the economy in Wales, but are being held back 
and excluded – inadvertently and purposely – by inaccessible employment. This has two effects; 
women are prevented from achieving their potential and pursuing their own career aspirations, 
and the Welsh economy misses out on the benefit of these women’s qualifications, training, skills, 
and experience.

The Social Model of Disability helps us understand that attitudinal, institutional, communication 
and environmental barriers are disabling, and it is therefore possible to imagine a future where 
all women with impairments and long-term health conditions who wish to work will be able to do 
some kind of paid employment.

Women with impairments and health conditions face distinct and greater barriers to employment 
than women without. They have higher economic inactivity rates than both non-disabled women 
and disabled and non-disabled men. Proportionately more disabled women are self-employed 
than non-disabled women, but far fewer than disabled and non-disabled men, suggesting that 
women in general are facing more barriers in setting up their own business.

Underpinning disabled women’s experiences are negative, exclusive and discriminatory attitudes 
about disability. The range of discriminatory comments and behaviours, which the women who 
contributed to the research have personally experienced when applying for or in work, as well 
as in their everyday life testify to this.

The research has shown how training and upskilling alone is ineffective when disabled women 
are coming up against barriers from employers. Disabled women cannot always pursue, for 
example, paid temporary employment placements because this can disrupt the benefits that 
provide financial security, and ultimately leave women worse off. The inflexibility of the welfare 
system came in for criticism by women with extensive experience of navigating the system. 
Training programmes for individuals will not work unless they are in addition to broader work 
breaking down the barriers and bringing about cultural change within the workforce.

Disabled women and women with health conditions must be at the centre of efforts to remove 
barriers, eliminate discrimination and entrench equality. Ideally, this should be accomplished 
through genuine co-production with women themselves. In the Gender Equality Review report 
‘Deeds not Words’, a number of recommendations are made to improve how equality is 
considered in all of Welsh Government’s work. This includes moving to an evidence-based, 
mainstreaming model of policy development, and beyond merely assessing impact. The 
recommended approach is more reflexive and encourages a constant check-back against 
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questions of equality and wellbeing based on the evidence collected. Crucially, this approach 
involves active, project-based collaborations between policy-makers, academics, equality 
organisations and ‘experts by experience’, Whose insights are invaluable when considering the 
potential impact of policy ideas and whether decisions are likely to tackle historical inequalities. 

This approach is not just relevant for government, but could be adopted more widely. Action is 
needed across business, governments, trades unions, and across society, and, echoing other 
organisations’ findings, our research strongly indicates that employers have a central role in 
increasing the number of disabled women in work.14  The women at the heart of this research 
have explained what they need employers to do – those in positions of power need to reach out 
to and listen to disabled women, and implement the changes that are needed to break down the 
barriers. 
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Accessed 15/03/2020



6.1   Recommendations

For Businesses and Employers

      Commit to improve the working 
experience for disabled employees and to 
hire more disabled people. Employers should 
aim beyond legal minimum and to best 
practice. Make full use of existing employer 
schemes to improve the working experience 
of disabled people and demonstrate 
commitment to do so by:
 Engaging meaningfully with Disability 
Confident genuinely and work towards Level 
2 (Disability Confident) and 3 (Disability 
Confident Leader). 
 Use resources from Business Wales to 
support disabled employees, in particular, 
the ‘Good Practice Guidance Toolkit’ from 
Disability Wales.

       Collect and publish equality and diversity 
data to ensure transparency and inform 
action to address inequality by:
 Collect data on disability and gender 
to monitor recruitment and retention rates.
 Calculate and publish the 
organisations disability pay gap and work to 
reduce that gap. 

       Review and revise recruitment processes 
at all stages (Job Specification, Application, 
Testing, Interview) to ensure that the process is 
inclusive and accessible. This might include:
 Appoint an independent person within 
the organisation with whom applicants can 
discuss their accessibility needs and make 
requests.
 Ask disabled candidates what 
adjustments they need
 Provide information to candidates 
about accessing and navigating the building
 Assess inclusiveness of Job 
Descriptions and Personal Specifications
 Staff involved in recruitment should 
regularly participate in equality and diversity 
training.
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       Improve compulsory Equality and 
Diversity, and Unconscious bias training 
and education for all staff. This should be 
co-produced and led by employees with 
disabilities and health conditions, and/or 
by a reputable training organisation. Steps 
should be taken to ensure that this does not 
overburden disabled staff or impede their own 
career progression.

       Ensure that workplace policies must be 
robust, consistently applied and actively 
promoted to staff by:
 Investigating and implementing best 
practice across the organisation
 Review internal and government 
policies, and legislation to understand and 
communicate regulations to staff at all levels.
 Carrying out equality impact 
assessments of new and existing policies.
 Offer flexible working to all employees, 
and especially to disabled employees and 
those with health conditions

      Support disabled employees effectively by:
 Making reasonable adjustments for 
employees, and make full use of Access to 
Work promptly.
 Using  existing employer schemes such 
as Access to Work
 Guaranteeing disabled employees and 
those with health conditions time off for matters 
related to their needs, including appointments. 
 Working with disabled employees to 
make the workplace and working practices 
accessible and inclusive to disabled employees 
and those with health conditions.
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For UK Government

       Carry out a wholescale review of 
Access to Work urgently to ensure it is fit for 
purpose to effectively support employees 
and self-employed people.

8.   Implement a continuous and consistent 
review of Disability Confident to ensure 
it is delivering on its aims. Level 1 should 
be revisited to require more ambitious 
commitments from employers which are 
robustly assessed. 

9.   Enable disabled people to take 
advantage of work placements as part 
of a more flexible social security system. 
It should also account for the fluctuations 
in individuals’ impairments and health 
conditions. Regulations should be changed 
so that disabled self-employed individuals 
can claim sick pay and have a secure 
income.

       Meaningfully consult disabled 
claimants on University Credit’s rollout in 
Wales to ensure conditions are reasonable, 
and based on the individuals’ own 
assessment of their capacity and abilities. 
Information given to claimants must be clear 
and accessible to empower them on their 
rights and entitlements. UK Government 
should urgently scrap the use of sanctions 
with disabled claimants.
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For Welsh Government

11.  Take forward recommendations made 
in the Gender Equality Review to adopt an 
equalities mainstreaming approach.
  Move to an evidence-based, 
equalities mainstreaming policy model.
 Co-produce policies and programmes 
by involving the voices of diverse groups with 
lived expert experience at all stages. 

       Lead by example and improving 
diversity within the workforce and public 
representatives.

       Review and extend the new childcare 
offer to ensure it will deliver for disabled 
women and women with health conditions 
who have caring responsibilities.

       Urgently develop a plan to ensure an 
adequate supply of qualified BSL teachers 
to ensure consistency across Wales for all 
D/deaf children. Steps should be taken to 
integrate BSL on the curriculum in Welsh and 
English medium schools.

       Extend and reinforce commitment to 
equality and diversity through procurement 
and other spending powers, and place 
requirements on businesses who are recipients 
of Welsh Government funding and purchases. 

       Devise a scheme of targeted and 
specialist support for disabled women which 
supports career progression and those 
returning to work.

       Ensure that support for businesses 
and self-employed disabled women – 
directly, and through Business Wales and 
Development Bank of Wales – is accessible 
to disabled women and meets their needs. 

       Initiate a campaign, targeting business, 
to nurture positive attitudes towards disabled 
people and people with health conditions as 
employees and in general.
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