
Employment
People with a learning disability have a right to access paid work on an equal 
basis to everyone else. They have the right to be treated fairly and not be 
discriminated against in the workplace1.

  
Mencap wants people with a learning disability to have the opportunity to experience the benefits 
that paid employment can bring, including an increased income, improved wellbeing and greater 
confidence2. We want to see a future where people with a learning disability who can work are 
receiving the right support to find, access and stay in work.  

We want employers to understand that people with a learning disability make a valuable contribution 
to the workplace when they are supported properly, just like everyone else. We want society, 
including educators, families and government, to see people with a learning disability as potential 
future apprentices and employees.

Employment can range from full-time work to working a few hours per week. Mencap wants people 
with a learning disability to be able to access paid jobs suitable to their skills, and to be paid at the 
same rate as everyone else. 

Current situation
In 2019, Mencap ran the Big Learning Disability Survey to find out about the everyday lives of adults 
with a learning disability in the UK3. Out of those surveyed, 23% of working age adults with a learning 
disability told us that they have a paid job. This figure is markedly low compared to 53% of working 
age adults with any disability4 and 76% of working age adults in the general population in the UK5. 

Breaking down the results of the survey by the level of support people with a learning disability need, 
we know that: 

1.	32% of those with the lowest support needs have a paid job.

2.	 9% of those with medium support needs have a paid job.

3.	 Fewer than 5% of those with the highest support needs have a paid job.

Most people with a learning disability responding to our survey who have a paid job said they work 
part-time, with 62% of those people working 16 hours a week or less.
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There are many reasons why people with a learning disability are struggling to get a job. For some, 
work may be difficult due to the nature of their disability and health issues. 55% of respondents in 
Mencap’s survey who reported that they are not working, said that this was the case. 

For other people with a learning disability who have tried to gain work, we know that they come up 
against a range of barriers, including not knowing how to access a job (23%), difficulties with filling in 
application forms (22%) and being worried about losing their benefits (23%).

In addition, research has shown that people with a learning disability struggle with:

	l non-inclusive workplace cultures

	l negative employer attitudes

	l low societal aspirations for their being part of the workforce

	l an entrenched skills and qualifications gap compared to non-disabled people6,7. 

Furthermore, access to training programmes and support options is often inconsistent8 across the 
country. This leaves many people with a learning disability who are willing and able to work unable 
to access the support they need to do so. Where people with a learning disability do work, they often 
enter the labour market in jobs that are paid at minimum wage. 

As a result, most people with a learning disability rely on the financial support that the benefits 
system provides to survive. This will be the case for most, whether they work full-time, part-time or 
not at all. The benefits system is therefore a crucial element in the debate about employment for 
people with a learning disability. 

What we want
To bring about our vision, Mencap calls on the government to address the barriers that people with a 
learning disability still face in accessing paid employment. In doing so, the government must ensure 
that the health and wellbeing of disabled people is central to any efforts to improve employment 
outcomes. 

This also means recognising that for some people with a learning disability paid employment will 
not be the right outcome at that time. This could be because it is not possible to find the right job for 
them, there is not the right support or training available for them effectively to get a job, or it is not 
advisable for them to work because of their health or finances. 

We want the government to:  
	l ensure that every area in the UK has sufficient, good quality employment support and training 
options available for the full range of people with a learning disability who are willing and able to 
work. There must also be adequate funding to support this in every area of the UK. Such support 
must be tailored to individual needs, available to those furthest away from the labour market, and 
pursue measurable employment outcomes. 

	l ensure that employment training programmes, including apprenticeships, are fully accessible to 
people with a learning disability. This must include those without an EHC Plan or legacy statement, 
and the training programmes must be accessed by people with a learning disability across the 
country.
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	l continue to promote inclusion in the workplace and positive employer attitudes towards people 
with a learning disability. This includes ensuring that employers follow the law in relation to 
reasonable adjustments and making workplaces more accessible, strengthening the law where 
necessary.

	l create a benefits system that recognises the needs of the individual as well as the external barriers 
to people with a learning disability accessing employment, and supports them financially to live 
well, whether they are working part-time, full-time or not at all. To do this, government must 
improve the disability offer under Universal Credit, broadening access to a disabled person’s work 
allowance and restoring the Limited Capability for Work element. We also want to see a review of 
the Work Capability Assessment and an end to the sanctioning and conditionality regime, which 
raises barriers to employment through the setting of unrealistic conditions and a lack of support.

	l ensure that schools have available to them adequately funded programmes to provide learners 
with the opportunity to experience the workplace with individualised support, and to develop their 
aspirations for being employed in the future.
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