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Opening doors to employment for adults with learning disabilities
A guide for social workers in North Wales 

Shifting assumptions, opening opportunities
Employment should be a real and valued option for everyone, including people with learning disabilities. Yet too often, young people and adults are offered only limited choices, usually unpaid placements or day services that may not reflect their potential or aspirations.
These experiences can be useful when they’re part of a well-planned pathway, but if they become the only offer, they send a message: “Paid work isn’t for you.”
This guide encourages social workers to reframe their role: from managing services to enabling employment. It provides practical strategies to help people with learning disabilities explore a wider range of meaningful roles - whether in technology, arts, hospitality, retail, or even self-employment.
In North Wales, it is believed that fewer than 5% of adults with a learning disability are in paid work. Local strategies now prioritise supported employment, job coaching, and tailored job design to change that.

Why Paid Work Matters
Paid work offers more than a salary. For people with a learning disability, it brings:
· Identity: work provides a valued social role and a sense of contribution.
· Social Inclusion: employment connects people to broader social networks and communities.
· Independence: income enables choice and reduces reliance on services.
· Increased well-being: routine, purpose, and achievement promote health and well-being.
Many people with a learning disability want to work.

Recognising the value of different experiences
Some roles, such as volunteering in a charity shop or a short-term work placement in a café, can be great matches if they’re chosen, not assumed. These can build confidence, develop skills, or be stepping stones.
The problem isn’t the role itself, it’s when that becomes the only path presented.

From care to contribution: what professionals can do
Professionals are often the bridge between potential and opportunity. The shift involves:
Avoid:
· Making assumptions about ability or risk
· Offering unpaid roles as the default
· Using placements that don’t lead to growth or choice
Embrace:
· Work-focused conversations early
· Individual strengths, not deficits
· The supported employment model that uses tools such as job coaching and customised employment, and on the job support.



Case Studies
Case Study - Ynys Môn:
Steven is a young man who knows what he wants: paid work, not just something to pass the time. After meeting his Employment Pathway Coordinator, he was supported to access his local supported employment service. Steven set his sights on becoming a mechanic and was determined to follow that path. Despite anxiety and a tough start, calling in sick and struggling to attend his mechanic course alone, Steven pushed forward with gentle, consistent support from his job coach. Once familiar with the setting and reassured by an introductory visit, he gained the confidence to go alone.
When a potential garage placement fell through and job applications led to repeated rejection, Steven’s morale took a hit. He was initially resistant to volunteering, seeing it as a step away from his goal. But in time, he agreed to try a charity shop placement in Holyhead. That single day a week grew into something more, he was offered extra hours and is now being considered for paid work. Steven feels valued, seen, and trusted, something new for him. Once labelled a "non-starter," he's now showing what’s possible when support meets determination.
Case Study – Gwynedd:
When Emyr started in high school he couldn’t read or write or tell the time. With support in school, he learned literacy and time-telling, but when he left education he struggled to get work. He did bits and pieces of work here and there; dishwashing, cafe work, factory work - all cash in hand but for many years he couldn’t find anything permanent or that he enjoyed. Meanwhile, he needed to be at home a lot to help care for an unwell family member. When his mother died, he decided he wanted to live independently and finally get a job.
Emyr started working with a job coach and learned interview skills. With support, he applied for a cleaning job at his local school. Now he takes pride in his cleaning work there a few days a week and he’s also started volunteering in the school, working with the children, supporting their literacy skills and their learning through play, as well as supervising them. His confidence has grown and he’s realised that his dream job would be as a classroom assistant. He has recently applied for a classroom assistant job in the same Independent Living Skills unit he attended himself.


Practical steps for frontline teams
Start Early
· Introduce employment as an expectation from early adolescence, where appropriate.
· Embed work focussed discussions in ‘what matters’ conversations, transition planning, care planning and reviews. 
· Use strengths-based tools and approaches to help individuals identify their strengths, preferences, and support needs related to employment, for example, person-centred planning.
· Encourage family involvement from the outset – build confidence, answer concerns.
Focus on Real Aspirations 
· Define "real work" as paid, valued roles in inclusive settings, tailored to the person.
· Prioritise roles people want - not just those available.
· Assess unpaid placements or day services carefully: do they offer progression, choice, and relevance?
Focus on Strengths and Interests
· Conduct meaningful career conversations.
· Use tools that highlight individual capabilities, not just limitations.
Bridge the Gaps 
· Facilitate joint planning between schools, colleges, families, social workers, and employment teams.
· Use co-produced, person-centred transition planning.
· Ensure consistency of support during and after transitions.

Overcoming Common Barriers
Barriers are often more systemic than individual:
· Family Concerns: Fears around safety, stability, and loss of benefits can be alleviated through good communication and benefit guidance.
· Employer Myths: Employers may underestimate capabilities. Supported employment services are skilled at mediating, educating, and supporting inclusive recruitment.
· Service Gaps: Lack of joined-up services can hinder transitions. Advocating for integrated support pathways is crucial.
· Policy Constraints: The "benefit trap" must be addressed by working with families and advisors to ensure employment does not lead to financial hardship.

Next steps
Start conversations early with young people and adults with a learning disability. Find out as much as you can about:
· The person’s life goals and aspirations and how a paid job might meet these. For many people work is more than a wage, it is about identity and social connection. 
· Your local Employment Pathway Coordinator. In North Wales for example, every social work team for people with a learning disability has an Employment Pathway Coordinator. Their job is to help people with learning disabilities decide if work is right for them and connect them to their local Supported Employment Service.
· Supported Employment Services in your area, especially those that are accredited under the BASE UK Supported Employment Quality Framework. They help people find, learn about, secure and keep the right job for them and support organisations to employ more people with learning disabilities.
· Services or opportunities that your social work team provides, or funds, that can help create a person-centred profile or develop skills for progression.

All information and quotes provided as part of the IMPACT Employment for People with a Learning Disability Facilitator project. For more information about IMPACT please visit https://impact.bham.ac.uk/
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