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Access to Work Experience Report 

Introduction 
Inclusion Scotland, as a Disabled People’s Organisation, are committed to promoting 
inclusion and participation of disabled people as equal citizens across Scottish society.  

Disabled people continue to face stark inequalities in Scotland. We are more likely to be 
in poverty, in unsuitable housing with insufficient social care support and poorer health 
outcomes as a result. Entering and sustaining appropriate employment can mitigate 
these challenges, promote independent living and enable financial security. Many 
disabled people can and want to work, yet structural barriers and employer confidence 
to hire disabled people hinders our valuable participation in the labour market.  

Access to Work is a grant scheme operated by the UK Government’s Department for 
Work and Pensions intended to fund disabled people’s additional access needs to 
enable them to work (beyond reasonable adjustments). For example, the scheme could 
fund assistive technology, a support worker or travel expenses to mitigate the additional 
costs of being disabled in a work environment.  

This report presents the findings of research undertaken by Just Ideas and Inclusion 
Scotland into how disabled people experience Access to Work. There were two main 
focuses of the research: the challenges disabled people face with Access to Work and 
the effects these have, and the ways disabled people would seek to improve the 
service.  

This research was made up of a survey using a combination of multiple choice and free 
form answers distributed through disabled people’s organisations, charities and other 
organisations that have disabled members or networks. This was supplemented with 
follow-up conversations with respondents that took the form of semi-structured 
interviews. 

Overall, most participants reported Access to Work having a positive impact on their 
experience of work. However, many participants experienced significant challenges 
which sometimes outweighed the positives. The challenges can be placed into four 
broad categories which will be explored in the results section: wait times, 
communication issues, complexity in the application process and funding issues. 
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Participants 
We had 24 survey responses, from disabled people with a variation of disabilities 
including chronic illness, physical impairment, neurodivergence, and sensory 
impairment.  

 

Most participants (65%) were based in large urban areas, with the rest evenly 
distributed among other urban areas, small towns and rural areas.  

 

All but one of the participants had direct experience of access to work. One participant 
had both personal experience and experience supporting, and one participant 
responded with experience supporting others applying to access to work.  
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Results 

Positive impacts and overall experience 
When asked about the impact Access to Work has had on their life, many participants 
reflected on the massive improvements the support they have had has made on their 
experience of work. 

“It enhanced my working experience because my energy was less impacted” 

“Access to Work support keeps me working, keeps me sane, keeps my children fed and 
clothed, and makes me a happy and contributing citizen.” 

“The actual support itself – the equipment, software, and travel support – has been 
invaluable in supporting me in my job; it is honestly life changing.” 

“Transport saved my fatigue a lot so im fresh when I arrive in the office, ready to give my 
maximum” 

“It made a massive difference. I had been purchasing chairs spent quite a lot of money 
and they were very uncomfortable and for me to be able to work from home to have this 
kind of comfortable seating when I'm not in my wheelchair is so helpful it allows me to 
be able to concentrate on my work and give my best.” 

These responses demonstrate that when people were able to access the service, the 
funding has had a great positive impact. When asked to rate their overall experience of 
AtW using multiple choice answers participants had a varied response, reflecting the 
prevalence of significant challenges in the process. 
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Figure 1 What impact has Access to Work had on your/your clients' experience of work or application processes? 

Wait times 
One of the most consistent challenges faced by participants was wait times in both the 
initial application and reimbursement. We asked “Approximately how many weeks 
has it taken for your most recent application to be processed?”. 17 of the 24 
respondents gave valid answers. Those that did not were either still waiting or answered 
‘N/A’.  

Of the valid answers, the median was 12 weeks, and the mean was 22.24 weeks. 
However, the averages are not representative of a common experience as the answers 
ranged from one week to 84  with a standard deviation of 21.24. This means that on 
average, respondents’ experiences differed from the mean by around 21 weeks.  

Descriptive Statistics  
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processed? 
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Participants consistently expressed frustration at the amount of time they had to wait in 
their written responses, as well as in follow-up interviews. 

“it took over three months to get anything done unfortunately” 

“I was given an award in January 2025, it wasn’t sent out to me for five weeks, I had to 
chase it up.” 

“It took ages to get processed and the tour was actually finished by the time we were 
able to submit a claim.” 

“My most recent application to Access to Work was made in April 2024, and all 
elements of the application finally concluded in December 2025.” 

“I waited for till about 4 to 5 months later” 

“There was quite a long wait, and for quite a small company that can be quite a big 
impact to them” 

“I think it took them about 5 to 6 months to come through, and we chased it, I kept on 
getting nagged. I had to prompt them all the time” 

As well as the frustration, the wait time for applications made participants feel as if 
there was no point in using Access to Work for job applications and as a result less point 
in applying for jobs: 
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“It can take nine months from you making a claim to you actually getting the funding to 
get it. What employer is going to employ someone when they're not able to do their job 
for nine months?”. 

Participants also expressed that the length of time employers or users have to wait for 
reimbursement could be inhibitive for those that can’t afford it, or whose company can’t 
afford it.  

“There was quite a long wait, and for quite a small company that can be quite a big 
impact to them. I think it took them about 5 to 6 months to come through, and we 
chased it, I kept on getting nagged. I had to prompt them all the time” 

“as a company, we had to spend, I think the total was … four to five thousand pounds. 
So that was money we hadn't budgeted for.  And we had to pay out that money in the 
hope that we would get that back.” 

 “a real concern to me was the way that the payments are made. I had to pay everything 
up front, and nobody would tell me how long it took to get the money back once I'd 
made a claim. A month's worth of taxis is £1,000 and I had to pay that all up front. I didn't 
actually get it until another month and a half later. To be honest, I would have been in 
debt” 

 

Participants also reported missing out on job opportunities because of applications 
taking too long. We asked, “Have you lost a job opportunity due to Access to Work 
taking too long to process your application?”. Of the 24 respondents, 22 answered 
this question. Of the 2 responses, 4 were ‘Yes’ and 18 were ‘No’.  
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This experience was corroborated by an interviewee and in written testimonials from 
other participants: 

“I applied for access to work at the beginning of February 2026… I received a phone call 
in October 2026, from access to work, but I told them that the job had gone due to their 
lack of assistance." 

“It said applications can take up to 26 weeks, thinking it was just a kind of simple thing it 
would be before 26 weeks I didn’t realise it would be way after” 

These examples demonstrate how the current delays in processing and reimbursement 
make Access to Work unusable for workers who are aiming to get a job or who need 
support quickly. One frequent suggestion proposed by participants was to allow 
employers to buy equipment or pay for measures and get reimbursed directly in order to 
ensure the process moved more quickly. 

“Let us do it ourselves up to a certain figure i.e £50” 

“So my top recommendation for the… Government would be this. ""I need Access to 
Work to pay the provider direct. This way I don't have to spend inordinate amounts of 
work time and energy trying to get my employer to firstly pay for it, and secondly to claim 
it back from Access to Work. And I don't end up feeling indebted to my employer”. 

“If access to work allowed, my employer to buy the equipment and would be 
reimbursed, I may have got the job.” 

 

Communication Issues 
There were three areas where participants felt that communication was a challenge in 
accessing AtW: difficulty getting through, lack of available information, and lack of 
knowledge or care from staff. These issues made communication one of the biggest 
challenges alongside wait times. 

Overall, participants reported varied experiences in their interactions with AtW staff 
when asked “How positive or negative has your experience been interacting with 
Access to Work staff?”. The answers to this question were overall neutral, with 38% of 
participants answering “Neutral” and an almost equal number of people answering 
“negative” (33%) and positive (29%). 
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In written responses, participants reported various positive and negative experiences 
with staff that including assumptions about what kind of work disabled people do, a 
feeling of being rushed and a lack of empathy. 

“The assessor was very kind, but she did say 'I didn't know disabled people could be 
professors' when I told her my job. That did shock me. They seemed to have this idea 
that disabled people only do low-grade, manual routine work.” 

“I was rushed through because he said there was a lot of other work to get through” 

“A bit more understanding and empathy for people that have got a condition or illness or 
disability.” 

Though most participants reported neutral experiences in their interactions with staff, a 
huge theme in written responses and interviews was how difficult it was to get through 
to the relevant person at AtW. We asked “If you have tried, how easy have you found it 
to contact the relevant person at Access to Work to ask questions or make a 
complaint?”. Of the 24 participants, 22 had tried to contact someone relevant at 
Access to Work. Of these, the majority (86%) responded that they found it “somewhat 
difficult” or “very difficult”. 
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The number of participants reporting difficulty contacting AtW staff was reflected in 
written responses, where participants reported being directed from one person to 
another without being able to get through to the right person.  

“Was a lot of me calling and a lot of people saying it wasn't their problem, call this 
person.” 

“The caseworker assigned to me sometimes took multiple months to respond to emails, 
and I had to call Access to Work on several occasions to instigate a response to my 
emails and move the application along. I was actively dissuaded from making formal 
complaints.” 

“It was very difficult, it was a case of a lot of pass the buck, ‘oh its not my department its 
somebody elses’ and then somebody else would say ‘its not my responsibility’ then they 
put the phone down on you and you have to start all over again” 

“there wasn’t anywhere on the website that led me to anyone, it was just here’s the 
form, fill it in and then wait” 

Seven participants were dissuaded from making a complaint they otherwise would 
have. In answer to the question “Have you been dissuaded from making a complaint 
you otherwise would have due difficulty getting through to Access to Work?”, seven 
participants responded “Yes”. 
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With participants’ reports of their difficulties in communicating with Access to Work, 
including being actively dissuaded from making a complaint for one participant, this 
result implies that communication difficulties are stopping people from making 
complaints. 

Beyond the difficulty of getting in contact with someone at AtW, many participants 
reported a lack of knowledge or care from their assessor. Participants talked about 
assessors not having specific knowledge of the implications of their disability, the local 
area or their work.  

“And amazingly, miraculously, the advisor that we had was interested and had the 
knowledge of theatre. I think it would be almost impossible if that person didn't have 
that information.” 

“A better understanding by employees of access to work of the challenges of sight loss 
on the ability to travel in challenging conditions” 

“And when I had the transport side of things, it was quite difficult because they didn’t 
have local knowledge. He seemed to think that bus was the answer but there was no 
bus that actually went anywhere near the office. If there was a contact up here that they 
could’ve spoken to, they could’ve got a bit of local knowledge” 

“He didn’t have any idea what MS was being quite honest, and what the impact is. 
Obviously fatigue is my biggest symptom. I was getting quite annoyed because I thought 
they would’ve done some research beforehand. I wouldn’t expect them to know 
everything about MS, but a basic understanding would’ve been quite helpful.” 

One interviewee talked about being turned down for support travelling to work in winter 
due to having a car, despite having sight loss: 
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“They turned me down, Access to Work did. They said something along the lines of, 
you've got a car, that's it... Got a reassessment from a private company: ‘They said, 
yeah, absolutely, I should have had access to work.’… Through the government 
themselves, it was deemed I wasn't required, but through a private assessment, it was 
deemed that I should have had it… Having somebody that I’m guessing isn’t medically 
minded is wrong”  

The inconsistency between assessments was another aspect of communication that 
created increased stress for participants. Multiple people responded with stories of 
being given different information from different assessors, or of being given conflicting 
information.  

“the case worker told me that I could not get equipment for work that was AI based. I 
was told I needed an assessment with another person. I had the assessment and they 
told me that AI based equipment would be good for me. I said that I was told they 
wouldn't fund that but he said that was wrong. Then the caseworker contacted me a 
week or so later and said that they wouldn't fund most of the recommendations from the 
assessment." 

“the basis for rejecting that was very unclear (it felt like it was done on a whim!)” 

“I was firstly denied access to work and had to be privately assessed to overturn the 
original decision” 

“my Motability car had to go into the garage for work and I needed to get taxis to work.  I 
contacted ATW about covering the costs of this and the response was that it would be a 
complicated process and I didn't pursue it.” 

“Being given different information. Having to wait for letters by post. I still don't know 
what I have been awarded, if anything, as I got an email saying I was receiving something 
and the details would come by post. That was almost 3 weeks ago and I have not 
received anything.” 

As well as inconsistent information, participants felt at a loss as to the status of their 
application. They reported feeling like it disappeared into a ‘black hole’ and not knowing 
who to contact.  

“there wasn’t anywhere on the website that led me to anyone, it was just here’s the 
form, fill it in and then wait” 

“And just not knowing who to contact”  

“It did seem to disappear into a black hole, so I never heard anything for months. And I 
thought, well, obviously I haven't got that. And then out of the blue, I was contacted by 
Access to Work. and it went forward really smoothly, really quickly after that.” 
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Interviewees suggested Access to Work could have employees in local offices to 
provide face to face support, or keep participants regularly updated to prevent the 
feeling of the application being lost.  

“Maybe having somewhere in person, that would be really good”  

“Maybe even keep you updated about how the application’s going”  

Lack of knowledge about the existence of Access to Work for both employers and 
disabled people also featured frequently as a problem in responses. Participants talked 
about only finding out about AtW after they had already had problems, and their 
employers not knowing about it or how to support an application. This lead to 
participants applying too late and with little knowledge, and having to be responsible for 
educating their employer about the service.   

“My employer didn't seem to be well versed in what was needed as far as access… I 
knew nothing about access to work until I actually started seeking help from the RNIB… 
Yeah, so my employer hadn't mentioned it and I knew nothing about it” 

“Its fortunate because I’d worked in a disability charity in devon, I knew a bit about 
access to work but otherwise I wouldn’t have known. It’s not that well advertised.”  

“You’ve got to trawl the inner sanctum of a website, its still not that clear really, under 
lock and key almost” 

 

One interviewee suggested making it mandatory for HR workers above a certain level in 
companies of a certain size to have some mandatory knowledge or training in Access to 
Work: 

“It should be mandatory that they are well versed in the rules around access to work”  

A popular suggestion was to generally improve how well AtW is advertised to disabled 
people and employers, as well as improving knowledge of reasonable adjustments that 
should already be made: 

“I think also to advertise it more. Because to be honest with you, as I say, it's not a thing 
that people know about.” 

“Much clearer process, clear contact routes when have questions. Guidance for 
workplaces. I work at a government organisation and there was no process in place for 
dealing with access to work.” 

“I think there needs to be much more promotion amongst employers and I think it 
should be devolved to the Scottish Government.” 
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“It turned out that a lot of the things I was recommended were already available but I 
hadn't been told.” 

Complexity of the Process 
After wait times and communication issues, the complexity of the process posed a 
significant challenge for some participants. We asked participants how they found the 
application process and found that a slight majority found the process unmanageable 
to a degree. In answer to the question, “How did you find the length and complexity of 
the application process?”, 58% of respondents found the length and complexity of the 
application process unmanageable or very unmanageable, with 21% finding it 
unmanageable.  

 

This varied experience of the application process was reflected in written answers, with 
some participants finding the process easy and some finding it significantly challenging. 
This implies the process may be less accessible to some than others. 

“The whole process was incredibly stressful, time-consuming, and drawn out. The 
administration all fell to me, including researching and sourcing suitable equipment, 
gathering quotes, arranging product demonstrations, arranging payments and arranging 
reimbursement (all while trying to juggle a full-time job)” 

“The process was very easy, I described what kind of issues I was facing and what kind 
of help I needed - 12 hrs a week for a PA to help me carry things, travel with me and keep 
on top of my diary due to processing issues and pain and fatigue. I provided 3 estimates 
to employ someone and made sure that the person I really wanted was the cheapest as 
I guessed that is what they would award me. When my needs changed due to a 
worsening in my condition I asked for extra hours and got them with no problem.” 

“Yeah, that was one of the probably easiest ones I've had to complete, to be quite 
honest.” 
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Specifically, one interviewer talked about the lengths they had to go through to prove 
common sense information: 

“having to get a letter from the doctor to prove that she's disabled. It seems bonkers, 
you know, she's clearly living with Downs Syndrome.” 

This participant also had to meticulously divide up the different aspects of the care that 
was being funded for her colleague in a spreadsheet, involving three different rates of 
pay, to satisfy the requirements of AtW. 

“So I had to have the date, what was happening, the time, where it was, was that driver 
support, the amount of hours, the mileage, the cost on mileage, who was doing it.” 

They remarked that as the process currently stands it is inaccessible to learning 
disabled users, talking about the colleague they helped to apply, and that easy read 
would help make the process more accessible. 

“I mean, if that was the actor trying to apply, there's just no way”  

“Having easy read versions of the guidance for learning disabled people is a really good 
idea”  

 

Following questions about the complexity of the process, we asked about whether 
participants knew about or used the portal, and how easy it was to use if they had. Just 
over half of the participants had used the portal, while eight (33%) had not.  

 

In written responses, participants detailed significant barriers to using the portal, such 
as not having ID or difficulty of use. 
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“When I finally got my award letter I found out I can’t use the portal due to lack of ID, the 
administrative burden of putting my award in place was completely impossible due to 
my disability. I had to give up the idea of becoming self-employed” 

“I still have to get signed papers sent off manually because the portal is difficult to use 
and the nature of my work means it is sometimes difficult to get hold of my line manager 
physically.” 

Of those that did use the portal, however, 75% of participants found the experience 
neutral, easy or very easy. 

 

Funding cuts and Reasonable adjustments 
We asked participants about their experience of expected funding being cut and of 
employers’ willingness to make adjustments and follow Access to Work 
recommendations.  

Asking the question, “In your experience, have employers been willing to make 
reasonable adjustments and follow ATW recommendations?”, we found that of 
those for whom the question was relevant, (17 of the 24 participants), most reported 
their employers were willing or very willing. 
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Though this was not a challenge for the majority of participants, one interviewee faced 
significant challenges with their employer before applying to AtW.  

“I hadn't had any reasonable adjustments made in that period of time. I'd had three 
occupational health visits, and my employer, for whatever reason, didn't follow the 
advice of occupational health” 

Following this, we asked about unexpected funding cuts. We found that four 
participants had experienced their funding being cut unexpectedly. In response to the 
question “Have you been impacted by Access to Work funding being cut or lowered 
unexpectedly?” four respondents answered “Yes” (17%), with 19 respondents 
answering either “No” or “N/A” and one participant leaving the question blank. 

 

 

1 2 7 7

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18

Total

1. Very unwilling

2. Somewhat unwilling

3. Somewhat willing

4. Very willing

19

4

Total

No or N/A

Yes



   
 

17   
 

Unexpected cuts have left AtW users having to fill in the gaps themselves by sorting out 
arrangements privately, shouldering costs or negotiating with employers.  

“I applied for help with travel costs to carry out my employment position. I never 
received the full amount I applied for in the first position and recently this has now been 
cut further.” 

“It has now been cut and I have to pay some of the cost myself. I am trying to get my 
employer to let me work from home but this hasn’t been possible so far.” 

“ATW was a long complicated process which at times I felt like giving into, but finally got 
it sorted. It has since been cut and my needs have not been reassessed.” 

When asked what improvements they would make, one participant suggested that 
Access to Work should not be allowed to cut funding without a reassessment, and that 
this would improve the trust users have in it.  

“Shorter assessment times and easy to communicate with them when enquiring about 
my application.  No cuts without reassessment.” 

Conclusion 
The results presented so far make it clear that disabled people have been facing 
significant challenges in multiple aspects of the Access to Work process, particularly 
with wait times, communication challenges, application difficulty and funding cuts. The 
effects of these challenges are demonstrated in the written explanations and talking 
points expressed by participants. When put together, the challenges of using Access to 
Work have resulted in some participants experiencing it as a negative experience 
overall.  

One big impact of this was the complexity and length of the process causing users to 
become dissuaded from seeking AtW support in the future, and even from seeking 
different kinds of support. Some users talked about almost giving up as a result of the 
challenges, while others talked about being put off from seeking support from any 
service because of their experience.  

“My experience with AtW was dehumanising. It made me feel guilty and bad for being 
disabled, like I was a parasite of society. It has put me off ever applying for AtW again. 
But also applying for other public services/support as a disabled person in employment. 
For example, I had to take a month off work due to Covid and did not wish to apply for 
statutory sick pay because I could not have put myself through again what I went 
through with AtW” 
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“I ask myself 'was the tutoring I received from the provider worth all the time, stress and 
effort that the AtW process required of me and the many others involved?' And the 
answer is 'no'.”. 

 “I think it made me a bit wary of applying if I needed help.”  

“ATW was a long complicated process which at times I felt like giving into”  

This is demonstrated by another participant who, after supporting one AtW application, 
decided to personally provide support to their colleague because getting funding for 
support was just not worth the ordeal. 

“Even though the equipment one was fine, I would say a sinking feeling, you know. 
For example, the same actor a couple of years ago was doing a short film project, and 
we could have applied to access to work for her but she was only going to be on set for a 
couple of days, and I just couldn't face it. I was like, I can't… So I ended up going and 
supporting her personally. So I had to stay in the same place as her, stay overnight, so I 
gave up like three days of my time to support her.” 

As well as dissuading people from seeking future support, the stress of the application 
process also drove participants to give up chasing up responses and pay for equipment 
out of their own pocket: 

“the basis for rejecting that was very unclear (it felt like it was done on a whim!) but I did 
not have the fight in me to challenge it, as the whole process had been so difficult and 
stressful. I ended up purchasing that piece of equipment from my own pocket.”. 

“Access to Work took 49 weeks to get back to me about my request for help getting a 
chair which would mean I would be in less pain whilst working. I want their expertise as 
much as the funding, but they have now put me onto a second waiting list and I have no 
idea how long it is. I may have to give in and just buy a new chair myself, which probably 
won't be as helpful for me, because my current one is falling apart.”. 

The language used in these responses demonstrates how significant the strain of the 
application process is, to the point where disabled applicants feel like ‘giving in’. 
Participants talked about the disheartening effects causing them to be less confident or 
likely to look for work.  

“What employer is going to employ someone when they're not able to do their job for 
nine months?” 

“I do not feel confident applying for jobs when I don't know if I can get the help I will 
need.” 

“Yeah, because I wouldn’t say to somebody I could take on a job that I couldn’t” 



   
 

19   
 

One participant said that the feeling that arose was “Frustration, there’s a possibility 
that you could work” when they thought about Access to Work, “If it did what it said on 
the tin and got the equipment you need or the things you need to be able to work, then 
it’d be fine. But it’s just that it didn’t”. 

The implications of the challenges of AtW for employees and job applicants were also 
reflected in a response from a disabled employer, who reported delays in Access to 
Work affecting how confident they are employing disabled researchers who use the 
service:  

“Personally I haven’t had issues. But I have employed Research Associates who use 
Access to Work funding, and sometimes the process is delayed so long we either have 
to ask the funder for an extension (damaging our reputation and our chances of getting 
funding in the future) or employed someone else – technically that’s direct disability 
discrimination, but we have to deliver our projects and we cant afford to support people 
that should be getting Access to Work funding” 

 

For those that can access the application process, and who’s applications get 
processed, Access to Work has provided life improving support. This report focussed on 
the challenges disabled people face in accessing that support, and found that for many 
the stress of applying is a significant barrier. For some, the stress was significant enough 
to give up on applying for support and even for jobs in the future. According to the 
answers of participants, long wait times, uncertain communication and an 
administratively complex process combine to make Access to Work a significant 
stressor and sometimes not worth the stress.  

In their responses, participants suggested many things that could improve the 
accessibility of the service. These suggestions are:  

- Bringing down wait times (more staff) 
- Allow employers to be reimbursed directly 
- Fast track for smaller one-off payments 
- Having in-person support locally 
- Improving employer awareness and procedures 
- Improving awareness that Access to Work exists 
- Ensuring there are easy-read supporting materials 
- Updates and simple communication throughout application process 
- Better disability knowledge from assessors 
- No funding cuts without reassessment 
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