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Opening doors to employment for adults with 
learning disabilities 

A guide for health and social workers in North Wales  

 

Background 

This guide has been created to help health and social workers in specialist learning 

disability teams. It was developed through an IMPACT Facilitator Project in 

partnership with the North Wales Learning Disability Transformation Programme. 

The work was led by the Anglesey and Gwynedd learning disability social work 

teams and Dr. Soracha Cashman from IMPACT.  

This guide is for anyone working with children (aged 14 plus) or adults who have a 

learning disability.  

Helping more people with learning disabilities move into paid, meaningful, and 

well‑matched employment is a key priority for the partners of the North Wales 

Together Transformation Programme. Paid work can improve confidence, 

independence, wellbeing, and quality of life — many people with learning disabilities 

want the opportunity to choose for themselves and the chance to work. 

 

Our aim is to support health and social care staff to: 

• Believe in the potential of the people with learning disabilities they support. 

• See paid employment as a real and achievable option.  

• Connect people with the right support, including the North Wales Supported 

Employment Service and their local Employment Pathway Coordinator. 

• This guide gives you practical information about the role of your local 

Employment Pathway Coordinator and how they can help you and the people 

you support explore paid employment as a realistic and positive opportunity. 

 

 

https://impact.bham.ac.uk/


 

This guide has been updated from the original created by IMPACT by North Wales Together and the Employment 
Pathway Coordinators. It includes additional information and quotes. For more information about IMPACT please visit 
https://impact.bham.ac.uk/ 
 
 
 

 

You can find out more about IMPACT and the IMPACT Project: boosting 

employment for people with learning disabilities here: 

https://impact.bham.ac.uk/delivery-models/facilitators/boosting-employment-for-

people-with-a-learning-disability/ 

You can find out more about the North Wales Supported Employment Service for 

people with learning disabilities here: https://northwalestogether.org/supported-

employment/north-wales-supported-employment-service/ 
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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 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 the message: “Paid work isn’t for you.” 

This guide encourages health and social workers to open work-focussed 

conversations with their clients with a learning disability. 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 

known to social care services are in paid work. The six local authority’s specialist 

learning disabilities teams now have a clear pathway to access supported 

employment, specialist 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. 
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We know that many people with a learning disability in North Wales want to work. 

However, too often those around them assume they don’t or that they are not 

capable of working. The quote below from a citizen with a learning disability 

highlights this reality. 

 

 I can do more than people think. I want to work but sometimes people around 

me think I am not able to work or can only work in charity shops. (North Wales 

Supported Employment Strategy) 

 

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. Or 

when there is no opportunity for progression. 

 

 I have been going to day service for years I was also volunteering. My 

volunteering broke down and my social worker referred me to this (supported 

employment) project. No one had ever spoken to me about getting paid to 

work before so I did not think it would be possible. 

 (Referral to EPC, North Wales Supported Employment Service) 

 

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. 
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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. 

 

 

My job coach helped me see options I didn’t even know I had. – Cai 

(Year 1 Easy Read Interim Evaluation Report, University of Strathclyde). 

 

 

Case Studies 

 

Case Study – West Supported Employment Service: 

Megan had worked for years as a kitchen assistant, but changes in management left 

her stressed and unhappy, and without access to independent support, she 

eventually left. Hoping to find work quickly, a family friend told her mum about the 

supported employment project, leading to a referral by her local social work team to 

the Employment Pathway Coordinator (EPC). 

The EPC met Megan and her mum at home, and Megan explained she was 

struggling to communicate with staff at her local Jobcentre Plus while setting up 

Universal Credit. The EPC quickly intervened and arranged for Megan to be seen by 

a dedicated staff member who understood her communication needs and also 

helped her request reasonable adjustments, including bi-weekly video calls instead 

of weekly visits. 

With her mum having new caring responsibilities this was making transport difficult 

for Megan. Her EPC supported her to apply for a bus pass and encouraged her to 

use her electric bike for short journeys. 
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Megan was then introduced to her job coach from Agoriad Cyf. She told them that  

“her passion was to work in a kitchen. I also enjoy cleaning roles, and I am good at 

it.” 

 With this in mind, her job coach found and helped her apply for a cleaning job at a 

local primary school. She interviewed well but wasn’t selected. 

 

“I did not get this job, but they offered me a temporary role at Ysgol Y Groeslon. I 

loved it and I did well. As this job was coming to an end, they offered me a kitchen 

assistant role at Dyffryn Nantlle. I started working 9 hours a week but was able to 

pick up more hours in the same school as a cleaner. I now work over 20 hours a 

week.” 

Her job coach provided several weeks of on‑the‑job support, helping her learn 

routines, build confidence, and settle into the team.  

“I enjoy my job, and I feel much better. It has given me the confidence to start dating 

again!” 

“Finding a job is hard, especially one you like. Don’t be afraid to ask for help, the 

right job is just around the corner.” 
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Case Study – Central Supported Employment Service: 

Colin was referred to his local Employment Pathway Coordinator (EPC) by his 

support worker. He had been looking for a paid job for over 40 years but had never 

been successful. His EPC met with him and his support worker at his home. At their 

first visit it was clear Colin was very motivated to find a paid job because he “wanted 

more money to buy Reggae CD’s”. 

His EPC arranged an introduction to the local supported employment team, and his 

job coach started the process of vocational profiling – getting to know Colin, his like 

and dislikes, qualities and skills in order to find a good job match.  

Together they discovered that Colin’s main preferences were: 

• His support could attend with him. 

• Talking to the public / other people. 

• Being outdoors and walking. 

His job coach started to look for jobs with these in mind when a vacancy opened at a 

local recycling company for a delivery assistant. This role ticked all the boxes for 

Colin. After discussion with the manager, where his job coach explained the support 

they could offer them as an employer, his job coach told Colin about the job who 

said, “I want the job, when can I start!” 

With support through the application process and benefit checks, Colin was 

successful and, at 62, secured his first paid job. Over 12 months in, Colin has thrived 

in his role, delivering around 150 bags each shift, enjoying contact with the public, 

and celebrating achievements such as buying a new radio and CDs with his wages. 

He expressed, “I like my job, I like delivering the bags to people, I like walking down 

by the café,” and “My job makes me feel better, it feels good.” His confidence has 

grown, and he encourages others considering the service to “go for it!” 
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Case Study – East 

After leaving a specialist residential college, Sophie was referred to her Employment 

Pathway Coordinator (EPC) by her Social Worker. Although initially shy, she soon 

showed her bubbly, chatty personality and expressed a strong interest in paid work 

in catering or hospitality. Her mum was very supportive. 

Sophie’s EPC introduced her to a job coach from HFT, and together they built her 

vocational profile. As the job coach learned more about Sophie’s strengths, 

preferences and experience, it became clear that retail roles were a better match. 

With support, Sophie explored different options and gained confidence in choosing 

work that aligned with her skills and aspirations. As she put it: 

“I have been able to make better job choices… with support and guidance from my 

job coach this has made it better for me to understand where I would be good at 

working.” 

After several unsuccessful interviews, Sophie and her job coach began visiting local 

shops to ask about vacancies in person. Sophie took the lead, and one shop invited 

her for an interview. They welcomed her job coach’s presence, who supported 

Sophie by prompting and rephrasing difficult questions. Sophie was offered the job 

and has thrived ever since. 

Her job coach initially helped her learn her duties and manage her time, but Sophie 

now travels independently and works across two different shops. She reflects 

proudly on her achievement: 

“Getting a job as a shopkeeper is really important to me… now I have a job, my 

dream has come true. I am so happy and proud of myself.” 
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Practical steps for operational 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? 

• Tell people about the supported employment service and how the 

Employment Pathway Coordinator can help them explore the option of paid 

work. 

 

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. 
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• Ensure consistency of support during and after transitions. 

• Speak to your local Employment Pathway Coordinator – they can also help to 

bridge these gaps and help people access their local supported employment 

service.  

 

 

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. Your 

Employment Pathway Coordinator can help explain the personalised support 

people will receive through their local supported employment service which 

includes support to travel safely and independently. 

• Employer Myths: Employers may underestimate capabilities. Supported 

employment services are skilled at mediating, educating, and supporting 

inclusive recruitment and retention. 

• 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. Your Employment Pathway Coordinator can help people access 

benefits advice and better off calculations. 

  

This programme has really helped me, and I have loved it, it’s been Epic. I have 

told All my friends about my job and my great job coach, I have been given choices 

and listened to all the way, when I haven’t understood, my job coach has been 

patient with me and explained things in a different way.  

 

Knowing my job coach will be there when I am in work has made me feel settled 

and relaxed about my new job.  

 (Sophie, jobseeker, North Wales Supported Employment Service. 
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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. 

As the case studies have shown, for many people work can be more than a 

wage, it is about identity and social connection.  

• Your local Employment Pathway Coordinator. In North Wales, 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 employers 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. 

 

How your Employment Pathway Coordinator can help 

The North Wales Supported Employment Service supports people with learning 

disabilities across all six local authority learning disability teams. Employment 

Pathway Coordinators (EPCs) were created to bridge the gap between social work 

teams and specialist supported employment providers, and to help staff confidently 

discuss paid work as an option. 

Each EPC covers two local authorities and is based within both teams. 
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Support for operational teams 

• Expert, up‑to‑date advice on helping people access paid employment 

• A single point of referral into the supported employment service, including 

eligibility guidance 

• Joint meetings with you and your client to explain the service and available 

support. 

• Regular updates on client progress 

 

Support for people referred 

• Meet individuals and their circle of support in a place they feel comfortable. 

• Provide clear information, guidance and encouragement to help people 

decide if paid work is right for them. 

• Explore and help overcome concerns such as benefits, confidence, and 

independent travel. 

• If they choose to pursue work, connect them to the local supported 

employment provider—often through a warm handover or joint visit. 
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Contact details of the Employment Pathway Coordinators  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sian Angharad Williams 

Anglesey & Gwynedd 

Email: 

sianangharadwilliams@llyw.

cymru 

Mobile: 07443238786 

Olivia Gatford 

Denbighshire & Conwy 

Email: 

olivia.gatford@conwy.gov.uk 

Mobile: 07355 927187 

 

Sarah Jones 

Wrexham & Flintshire 

Email: 

sarah.jones5@flintshire.gov.uk 

Mobile: 07386691950 

 

https://impact.bham.ac.uk/
mailto:sianangharadwilliams@llyw.cymru
mailto:sianangharadwilliams@llyw.cymru
mailto:sianangharadwilliams@llyw.cymru
mailto:sarah.jones5@flintshire.gov.uk

