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Project Background
IMPACT is a UK centre for implementing evidence in adult social care, with the vision that ‘good support isn’t just about ‘services’ - it’s about having a life’. In pursuit of this, the key objectives for the centre are to enable practical improvements on the ground and make a crucial contribution to longer-term cultural change. One way to achieve this is through Facilitator projects. Topics for these twelve-month projects are proposed by the host agency and a Facilitator is appointed to support bottom-up change. Based in the host agency, Facilitators lead an evidence-informed Theory of Change project. Findings and outcomes are shared for replication across the sector.
This project was hosted by North Wales Together,[footnoteRef:1] a regional partnership dedicated to transforming learning disability support across six local authorities. The 2024/25 North Wales Facilitator project focused on understanding and addressing the barriers that family carers perceive around employment for adults with learning disabilities. It informs the wider North Wales Supported Employment Strategy (2024-29), and builds on efforts to make employment a meaningful, realistic goal for people with learning disabilities. [1:  North Wales Together is a partnership between the six local authorities in North Wales, Betsi Cadwaladr University Health Board, the North Wales Flyers and the wider learning disability community in North Wales.] 

The aims of this project were to identify barriers and enablers to employment as family-carers see them, and to understand ways in which these barriers may be overcome and enablers acted upon.
Pre-Project Evidence
What did the initial evidence review tell us?
A review of academic evidence and grey literature confirmed that employment offers social inclusion, improved mental well-being, and life satisfaction for people with learning disabilities. However, many face persistent barriers including:
· discrimination and stigma
· poor workplace accommodations
· fear of loss of disability benefits

· fragmented transition planning
· low expectations from services and families

Evidence showed that: 
· Supported employment models (especially “place then train”) are effective 
· Early exposure to vocational experiences is crucial 
· Family-carer involvement, where possible, significantly improves employment outcomes

A key gap identified in the evidence base was the lived experience of families in the context of evolving Welsh policy and the Supported Employment Strategy rollout in North Wales. This IMPACT project aimed to respond to that gap directly.

The full pre-project IMPACT Evidence Review can be read on the IMPACT Website. 

How did we collect evidence?

The project included: 
- A structured review of academic and grey literature
- Conversations and focus groups with family carers and adults with learning disabilities in Ynys Môn and Gwynedd
- Co-production of outputs with adults with learning disabilities and their families
The starting point for engaging with participants was at day services in Ynys Môn and Gwynedd, and directly with individuals referred to the West Supported Employment Service. Both routes opened access to families and family-carers. Conversations with educational and day services professionals provided additional insights.
Individual conversations
A series of informal one-to-one conversations were held with 46 adults with learning disabilities and family carers across Ynys Môn and Gwynedd. These were designed 


to be person-centred discussions, offering a space for individuals to share their experiences, concerns, and aspirations around employment.
Participants were invited to speak freely about:
- hopes or fears they held about work
- past experiences, positive or negative
- practical and emotional barriers
- what good work support might look like for them in employment
- plans for the future
These personal accounts formed the foundation for early drafts of the project’s outputs. Insights from these conversations were later explored and refined in co-production focus groups, helping to ensure the final outputs were both authentic and practical.
[bookmark: focus-groups-and-conversations]Focus groups 
Three focus group sessions were held in person across Ynys Môn and Gwynedd. Each brought together a small, mixed group of adults with learning disabilities and family carers to explore the real and perceived barriers to paid employment identified in the one-to-one conversations. The discussions covered myths and worries around work, success stories, and ideas for how families, professionals, and employers could change the narrative.
Following the group discussions, several participants consented to take part in short video interviews. These formed the basis of co-produced story content and digital assets.
[bookmark: co-production-of-outputs]Co-production of outputs
A number of outputs were developed through co-production focus groups with adults with learning disabilities (n=23) and family carers (n=10).
Attendees helped shape language, tone, design, and messaging for the outputs, which include: 


· Myth-busting guide: a short, family-friendly booklet tackling common fears with facts and real-life examples
· Professional guide: helping social workers and other professionals understand how to support employment conversations
· Case studies: narrative case studies mapping the journeys some individuals have taken towards getting paid work
· A short video showing individuals telling their stories in their own words
All participants gave informed consent and completed media release forms for IMPACT.
Engagement summary
	Group
	Situation
	Number of people

	A
	Individual adults with learning disabilities accessing day services
	13

	B
	Individual adults with learning disabilities accessing the West Supported Employment Service
	13

	C
	Individual family carers of adults with learning disabilities
	16

	D
	Individual family carers of young adults with learning disabilities accessing transition support
	4

	E
	Co-production focus group attendees – adults with learning disabilities
	23

	F
	Co-production focus group attendees – family carers
	10

	G
	Professionals in schools, colleges and day services
	15

	H
	Other professionals (social services, keyworkers, job coaches)
	22



46 of the conversations in Groups A-D above were conducted on a one-to-one basis, and 33 people (a small number of whom had previously engaged in the one-to-one conversations) attended three focus groups (Groups E & F). Further information is provided below in order to share learning about the process. 




Key findings
1. People and relationships
Family carers, where appropriate, played a pivotal role throughout the project. Their perspectives revealed the complex emotional balancing act they navigate, wanting the best for their relative, while also fearing risk or disappointment. Many shared past experiences where promises of support had not materialised, making them more cautious about future employment opportunities.
Family carers often described acting as advocates, researchers, and emotional buffers. They were acutely aware of how employment could impact mental health, routine, and relationships, both positively and negatively. One parent shared: 
“It’s not that I don’t want her to work. I just need to know she’ll be looked after and not left to fail.” 
The relationship between families and professionals was also a common theme. Family members described valuing trusted relationships where their concerns were heard, and where professionals offered clear, honest advice about employment options. Where this trust was missing, families often felt unsupported and overwhelmed.
While family carers often acted as advocates, they also found themselves acting as filters, deciding when, where, and whether to encourage work based on their own experiences or fears. For some, this was protective; for others, it became a barrier. 
“We’ve been burnt before,” one parent-carer shared, “and I don’t want to see my son let down again.” 
Adults with learning disabilities also spoke about the importance of being recognised, respected, and welcomed in the workplace. Feeling “known” by name or being included socially made a significant difference to their confidence and sense of belonging. One participant shared: 
“I like when they know my name and say hi when I get to work, it makes me feel like I belong there.”

2. Pride and personal satisfaction
Participants with a learning disability described work as a source of identity, confidence, and belonging. For many, having a routine and something to look forward to was life-enhancing. Individuals described moments of transformation:
“When I got my uniform, I felt proud. Normal - like a real worker. I showed my nan!” 
Family members observed greater independence and self-belief when their relatives were meaningfully engaged. For family-carers, seeing a loved one thrive in a job helped ease longstanding worries. Some spoke of seeing “a light switch on” when their son or daughter found the right role. 
Participants highlighted that trust is central: trust in support staff, in employers, and in the system. Where adults with learning disabilities had meaningful relationships at work, they thrived. 
Parents also reflected on the emotional impact of employment for their family member. 
“She came home grinning, like she felt she was part of something now,” one parent said. 
It was clear that when employment was tailored and supportive, the ripple effects extended far beyond the individual.
3. Practical barriers to employment
Many families described a limited landscape of suitable jobs and clear employment pathways for adults with learning disabilities. Even when motivation was high, the external environment often made employment feel distant or impractical.
· Transport emerged as a major barrier, especially in rural areas of Gwynedd and Ynys Môn. Infrequent bus services or long travel times often made job opportunities inaccessible. Concerns about low travel confidence/ability were also raised. We were also told stories of adults with learning disabilities who want to drive but can’t get a licence. One man who works on his family farm can competently drive the tractor, jeep, and quad on their land, but cannot drive any 

vehicle on public roads due to an inability to pass the theory test. Another young man shared that he could drive but has failed the theory test 17 times. Families highlighted a real gap here.
· Insecure work, such as zero-hour contracts, discouraged families from taking the employment leap, fearing it would destabilise benefits or create false hope.
· A lack of routes to career progression was another concern. Families wanted to know that employment wouldn’t stop at tokenistic placements but could evolve over time into meaningful, paid roles. 
· Money management was raised as another key issue. It’s often difficult to get bank accounts for adults with learning disabilities, so wages get paid into family members accounts, causing potential for knock-on impacts on things like Universal Credit. Respite paid by Direct Payments similarly risks impacting income for tax purposes and creates additional load on the family carer.
· Family carers were vocal about the need for better cross-sector planning and communication, especially as their relative aged out of education-based support. One parent described waiting 18 months for re-assessment without a care package as her son aged into adult services, even though his needs, or abilities, had not changed.
“People don’t know where to start – there's no easy way to manage everything. The social worker is there for him, not me – but when he was a child I got support too, so now it’s left to me to try to manage, to navigate the systems, to get him a bus pass and work out how he would get paid.”
4. Role of family
Families voiced strong aspirations for their loved ones, but also strong fears. Benefit loss, exploitation, and burnout were top concerns. Those who felt better informed or saw success stories were more likely to take steps toward employment. 
“Once I saw that he was happy and safe, I knew it could work for us too.” 
Families want employment to feel realistic, safe, and meaningful. They need reassurance that support will stay in place.


Family-carers were both advocates and gatekeepers. Many described their role as “chief worrier”, especially when dealing with fragmented support systems. Their influence was substantial: when they felt hopeful, supported, and informed, they actively encouraged employment conversations. When they felt isolated or under-informed, they sometimes unconsciously held progress back.
Some families were highly motivated but lacked the tools or language to translate aspiration into action. Others were exhausted by years of pushing for basic support and were unsure how to add “employment” to an already full plate.
What they needed most was reassurance, clear steps, and continuity. 
“It has to feel safe, for him and for me,” one mother summarised. 
5. Misconceptions and stereotypes
The project surfaced a range of limiting assumptions and what might be considered outdated beliefs. These myths aren’t just held by the public or employers, but also, at times, by support professionals and families themselves:
“She’ll always need one-to-one support, no employer will want that.”
“He won’t manage the stress, so it’s not worth trying.”
“It’s just something we’ve accepted; work isn’t for him.”
Through case studies and myth-busting discussions, the project challenged these ideas and demonstrated the value of shifting from deficit-based thinking to possibility-based planning. Crucially, this was done without judgment, allowing family carers to reflect, reconsider, and reframe their views.
Paid employment is unwanted or unrealistic for many individuals. For some, an unpaid role is sufficient; a preference which should be respected. 
Participants helped identify and challenge common myths, such as: “They’ll be a burden.” / “They’re better off just going to day services.” / “Work is too risky.”


These myths were directly addressed in the co-produced materials to support those for whom paid employment is a desire or aspiration.  
How did we make a difference?
The IMPACT Facilitator project has delivered a range of co-produced tools which are available on the IMPACT website.
Participants described feeling validated, listened to, and encouraged. Family carers expressed relief at having space to reflect openly with others who understood their experiences. For some, this helped reframe employment from a source of stress to a shared, hopeful possibility. For individuals with learning disabilities, being asked directly, and having their answers genuinely shape the project, helped build confidence and ownership. As one participant said: 
“It’s important that we get heard and we help change things for people like us.”
By holding space for these conversations, the project didn't just produce tools. It modelled a different way of working: one that puts lived experience at the centre, values emotional safety, and gives people the confidence to imagine new futures.
What worked well on the Facilitator project?
· High engagement from families and individuals with lived experience
· Use of real, local case studies to help challenge assumptions
· The co-production process helped create authentic, accessible materials
· Strong alignment with the North Wales Supported Employment Strategy 
What did not work so well? 
In-person focus groups were limited by accessibility and scheduling; some voices (e.g. Welsh language only participants, professionals in rural settings) were under-represented.


Linking to the evidence 
The findings from this project closely reflect and expand on the themes identified in the pre-project Evidence Review. The literature pointed to persistent barriers facing people with learning disabilities in accessing paid work, including stigma, inadequate workplace adjustments, fears about benefit loss, fragmented support systems, and low expectations from families and services. These themes were echoed powerfully in local conversations. Family-carers spoke candidly about their hopes and fears, often shaped by past disappointments or unclear entitlements. Concerns about financial instability, emotional safety, and service reliability closely matched the review’s identification of the “benefit cliff” and inconsistent transitions. 
The Evidence Review also highlighted the protective, and at times, limiting role families can play, particularly when employment is seen as risky or unrealistic. This was strongly reflected in our findings where family-carers identified themselves as either a champion or cautious gatekeeper. Importantly, the evidence also pointed to what works: supported employment, early exposure to work, and involving families in planning. These strategies were affirmed in the stories we heard and helped shape the co-produced tools and messages developed through this project. 
Although IMPACT findings were largely consistent with the evidence, it should be noted that the literature on family-carer perspectives itself is sparse.
Extending the evidence base
In addition to reinforcing the existing evidence, this project surfaced insights that go beyond what the literature currently captures. It revealed the emotional labour and identity work undertaken by family-carers, not just as advocates, but as buffers, interpreters, and sometimes protectors in a system they don’t fully trust. While the literature names family influence, it rarely explores the weight of responsibility, or the emotional exhaustion felt by families navigating complex transitions over many years. 
This project also highlights how the tone of support, whether professionals are perceived as honest, hopeful, or dismissive, directly shapes family confidence and

willingness to engage in employment planning. The importance of relational trust, emotional safety, and permission to talk openly emerged as critical enablers of change - aspects that are underrepresented in the formal literature but were central to what families told us mattered. 
Finally, while the Evidence Review focused primarily on structural and policy levers, our work highlighted the day-to-day micro-moments: a name remembered at work, a uniform worn with pride, that give employment its deeper meaning. These relational and emotional dimensions offer an important new depth to existing evidence and suggest that creating change is not only about strategy, but about connection, belief, and belonging.
Implications for wider impact on policy and practice
This project provides practical, grounded evidence that complements and enhances existing national and regional efforts to improve employment outcomes for people with learning disabilities and helps build practical tools grounded in real experiences.
The project demonstrated that:
· Families need confidence and the right tools to support employment planning
· Success stories are powerful in challenging low expectations
· Practical change can begin at local level, but must be supported by system-level strategy
In the Welsh Context:
· Our findings support the delivery of the North Wales Supported Employment Strategy (2024-29), offering insights into family-carer perspectives that can be embedded into local authority practice and transition pathways.
· This aligns with the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, which promotes person-centred planning, co-production, and voice, choice, and control for people with care and support needs.


· It reflects commitments under the Welsh Government’s Learning Disability Strategic Action Plan and the Framework for Action on Independent Living, by focusing on inclusion, employment, and economic wellbeing.
The emphasis on family carer perspectives fills a recognised gap in Welsh policy implementation: ensuring that employment strategies do not just target service users but also engage and equip families who often act as gatekeepers or champions.
In the UK Context:
· The project complements the aims of the Valuing People[footnoteRef:2] legacy and more recent policy conversations around raising employment expectations for people with learning disabilities. [2:  Valuing People: A New Strategy for Learning Disability for the 21st Century (Department of Health and Social Care, 28 March 2001) https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7b854740f0b62826a041b9/5086.pdf
] 

· It contributes directly to the Levelling Up[footnoteRef:3] agenda and wider UK goals on reducing inequalities and improving social mobility through meaningful work. [3:  HM Government. (2022). The White Paper: Levelling up the United Kingdom.
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/61fd3ca28fa8f5388e9781c6/Levelling_up_the_UK_white_paper.pdf
] 

· It echoes findings from UK-wide evaluations (e.g. BASE, NDTi, DFN Project SEARCH) that show employment outcomes improve significantly when families are involved, when success stories are visible, and when professionals are given practical tools.
· The co-production approach also offers a replicable model for other areas of the UK looking to move from policy ambition to implementation, particularly in rural or bilingual contexts where standardised national tools may need adapting.
Crucially, this project reinforces the case that employment is not an add-on to care and support, but a core part of what inclusion, independence, and citizenship can look like.
Next Steps and Recommendations
To build on the progress of this Facilitator project and ensure long-term impact, the following actions are recommended. 
· Offer space for families to reflect and discuss hopes, worries, and what ‘good support’ looks like together.
· Use video and written case studies in training and outreach to demonstrate how fears can be addressed and how employment journeys can succeed.
· Explore opportunities for family-carers who have supported a relative into work to act as informal mentors or champions for others.
· Strengthen communication with families at transition points.
· Develop and pilot a conversation-focused workbook for families and adults with learning disabilities to explore employment worries, risks, fears, and opportunities together.
Embedding, sustaining and scaling
To build on the impact of this work:
· Support local champions: Identify and encourage practitioners, families, and self-advocates to promote inclusive employment in their own networks and settings.
· Keep the conversation going: Use existing forums, like family groups, provider networks, and regional meetings, to share successes, gather feedback, and keep employment on the agenda.
· Share learning locally and regionally: Enable other regions to learn from Ynys Môn and Gwynedd through presentations, peer exchange, and informal mentoring. Locally, encourage schools, colleges, Careers Wales, etc to engage with these materials.
· Stay connected to real experiences: Keep listening to people with learning disabilities and their families to understand what’s working and what needs to change.
This work has created momentum and the foundation for deeper collaboration with families and people with learning disabilities in shaping what good employment support looks like. With continued sharing, learning, and listening, we can keep building support that works and make employment a real option for more people.
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