Disabled People's Experiences of Work-Related Systems
Summary Report, March 2026

Between December 2025 and March 2026, Difference North East spoke to disabled people across the North East about their experiences of looking for work, staying in work, and stepping back from work when it was not possible or sustainable.
This summary presents the key themes that emerged from advisory group discussions, one-to-one conversations and written contributions from disabled people.

What we heard
Work needs to feel safe and sustainable
People described wanting to work. However, discussions often focused on whether work could be sustained over time rather than simply whether someone could get a job.
Views were often shaped by prior experiences with workplace barriers, difficulties accessing support, or jobs that had become unsustainable, which influenced how people approached future opportunities.
Many highlighted the difference between getting into work and staying in work, noting insufficient focus on what helps people remain in work when their circumstances change.
The importance of trust 
Trust was a recurring theme throughout the discussions.
People described trying to judge whether systems, services and workplaces felt safe enough to ask for help, discuss their needs or raise concerns.
Previous negative experiences shaped future decisions about whether to disclose an impairment or health condition and whether to ask for support at all.
Trust was strengthened when people felt listened to, involved in decisions and confident that information would not be used against them.

Flexibility helps people stay at work
Flexibility was consistently described as an important factor in whether work felt possible and sustainable.
This included flexibility around hours, working arrangements, adjustments and responding to changes in health or personal circumstances.
People were clear that flexibility worked best when it was available from the start and adapted as circumstances changed, rather than being treated as an exception or something that had to be earned.

What disabled people told us would help
Make work feel safer to try
People described wanting opportunities to explore work without putting their income, housing, support or wellbeing at risk. This includes clear routes into work, opportunities to build confidence gradually and the reassurance that support would still be available if work proved unsustainable.
More focus on staying in work
There was a need for greater attention to what happens after a job starts. Support should be ongoing, responsive to changing circumstances and focused on helping people remain in work safely and sustainably over time.
Make disclosure feel safe
People were more likely to engage with support when they felt safe, respected and involved in decisions that affected them. Systems should create opportunities for people to ask for help without fear of negative consequences.
Provide access to independent support
Many people wanted support that was independent, person-centred, and focused on helping them navigate their time at work. They also valued having someone in the workplace who could provide advice, advocacy and practical support without being responsible for assessments, performance management or monitoring.
Measure what matters
People spoke about balancing work alongside health, caring responsibilities, family life and other commitments. Success should be measured by whether the work is sustainable over time, not simply whether someone is employed at a particular moment.
