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Aim 
To examine the impact of moving into work on the 
quality of life and mental health of people with 
learning disabilities (PwLD). 
 
Project Outline/Methodology 
PwLD (n=49) and family members/supporter workers 
(n=36) were interviewed within three months of 
entering employment and again nine months later. 
Data were collected from employers (n=34) between 
Times 1 and 2, and from a control group of PwLD 
(n=47) nine to fifteen months after they entered 
work. Data collection included semi-structured 
interviews and the completion of standardised scales. 
 
Key Results 
Work placements were lower than projected, making 
recruitment difficult. People with more severe 
learning disabilities were not well represented. In fact 
most participants were quite able, some not meeting 
the formal definition of a learning disability. 
Quantitative analyses suggested that employment 
had little impact, either positive or negative, on 
participants’ well-being, or social relationships. 
Whereas, qualitative analyses revealed that most 
people thought that work provided purpose to their 
daily lives, and the opportunity to meet and socialise 
with new people. Less positively, few participants 
socialised with colleagues regularly outside work.  
A number of people acknowledged difficulty with 
work tasks at time 1 and some continued to express 
self-doubt at time 2, with continuing fear of job loss.  
Increased finances offered some people greater 
opportunity for recreational activities. People 
themselves placed greater value on the financial 
reward than their family members. Participants with 
more significant disabilities tended to work fewer 
hours. Only four participants worked more than 30 
hours per week. Those working longer hours were 
more likely to socialise with colleagues outside the 
workplace. After nine months a quarter of the 
participants had left their jobs, although some had 
obtained new posts. A number of these individuals 
had felt under stress in the workplace, although the 

loss of their jobs was also upsetting for some. Factors 
identified as being instrumental in job loss included 
the distribution of hours, travelling time, lack of 
contact with others, and difficulty of tasks. 
 
Conclusions 
Participants wanted to work and perceived benefits 
from doing so, even though it was not found to have 
a major positive impact on their mental health. Yet 
some felt a continuing sense of vulnerability at work, 
underlined by a high level of job loss in the cohort. 
 
What does this study add to the field? 
The study adds weight to evidence about the wishes 
of people with intellectual disabilities to enjoy the 
benefits of purposeful work in an inclusive setting. 
However, it contrasts with other research by pointing 
to the stresses of work reported by participants, 
alongside positive outcomes. Moreover, work did not 
necessarily lead to inclusion or help them to achieve 
the social status they aspired to. These findings have 
implications for the continuing social and emotional 
support some people may require at work. 

  
Implications for Practice or Policy 
The Scottish Executive should investigate alternative 
models of employment, which might provide 
opportunities for a larger number of individuals. 
Supported employment agencies should ensure long-
term help is available to workers and have strategies 
for dealing with job breakdown. Greater efforts 
should be made to realise the opportunities for social 
inclusion at work. 
 
Where to next? 
The study highlights the need to examine the views 
of employers and their attitudes towards supported 
employees. Future research should explore the 
impact of work on individuals with more significant 
disabilities, and models of supported employment 
which offer job opportunities that can be sustained. 
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