
 

How the Treasury can best support disabled people in the wake of the 
COVID-19 crisis?  

 
This roundtable was held in partnership with Scope. 
 

 
Summary 
 
This roundtable came at an important time. The UK had just entered into a second full 
lockdown and the conversation centered around how the Treasury and the Department of 
Work and Pensions can best support disabled people. This included learning lessons from the 
first half of 2020 and considering how to support disabled people to progress into, and be 
retained within, the labour market. 
 
The discussion acknowledged the progress that the Government has made in improving 
opportunities for disabled people. This included narrowing the disability employment gap, 
creating a new Disabilities Unit within the Cabinet Office and, more recently, the various grant 
and wage subsidy schemes brought in as a result of the pandemic.  
 
At the same time there was clear consensus that Ministers cannot rest on their laurels. There 
can be little doubt that the COVID-19 crisis has disproportionately affected disabled people, 
who have disproportionately lost their jobs and who have often found it more difficult to adapt 
to the changes to society and the economy that the pandemic has driven.  
 
The group concluded that collaboration between policymakers, employers, disability charities 
and disabled people themselves is crucial to overcoming the barriers that they face. Only by 
counteracting misconceptions, overcoming barriers to labour market participation and 
developing data and evidence to inform policy might we make progress in helping disabled 
people. 
 
The event was held virtually under the Chatham House Rule on 17 November 2020. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 



 

 

 
Key discussion points:  
 
1. More must be done to level up opportunity for disabled people, especially in 

employment 
 
● The Government has made progress in reducing the disability employment gap. Since 

2013, 1.4 million disabled people have been brought into employment and the goal is to 
increase that by another million people by 2027. The difference in employment rate 
between disabled and non-disabled people has been reduced from 34.2% in 2013 to 
28.6% in 2019. But a significant gap remains and the pandemic was expected to widen it 
again. 

● The Labour Force Survey shows that disabled people are considerably more likely to be in 
low paid or less secure work than non-disabled people. These are the types of roles that 
employers can typically be cut first when they are struggling financially like they have been 
in 2020. Emerging data during the pandemic appears to confirm this.  

● Recent polling cited suggested that 11% of employers furloughed disabled individuals 
because they were not able to put in the reasonable adjustments as a result of their 
disability, rather than because their job was no longer feasible. This suggests that the 
labour market disruption has made it harder for employers to support disabled employees.  

 
2. Disabled people have been disproportionately affected by the pandemic in other ways 
 
● Many attendees agreed that the progress for disabled people overall risks obscuring the 

many differences between disabled individuals which significantly impacts their 
employment opportunities. In this sense, there are a number of ‘gaps’ that need to be 
addressed. 

● Some attendees argued that there was risk that the pandemic has put further pressure on 
public finances and therefore means less targeted financial support available. It was noted 
that often financial crises lead to a recovery effort that neglects the important problems 
that existed prior to the crisis.  

● Many disabled people also fall into the vulnerable category and therefore have been 
shielding for the duration of the pandemic.  

● There were also interdependencies that exist between disability and other characteristics. 
For example, age is correlated to employment for disabled people. In 2019, the disability 
employment gap was 24.6% for 20 to 24 year olds. However as you go up the age ranks 
the gap widens, for 50 to 54 year olds it was 33.4%. 

● Similarly, different types of impairment have different levels of employment. Individuals 
with skin disfigurements, skin conditions and allergies have an employment rate of over 
70%. Similarly those with stomach, liver, kidney or digestion problems, hearing difficulties 
or diabetes experience above average employment relative to the disabled employment 



 

rate (53.2% in 2019). This compares to individuals with severe or specific learning 
difficulties where the rate of employment is less than half the disabled employment rate. 

● There was clear agreement that ministers have succeeded in addressing the ‘low hanging 
fruit’ but must work harder as they encounter the groups that face more barriers and are 
further from the labour market.  

 
3. There are a number of financial support packages available to disabled people, however 
there are barriers in targeting these to the right people 
 
● The Treasury’s attempts to stabilise income in the face of significant job losses has been of 

some success. The £20 uplift in Universal Credit has been a lifeline for many, however it 
was noted that many disabled people that do not claim Universal Credit have not been 
helped. Examples include the Personal Independence Payment (PIP) or Disabiled Students’ 
Allowance which have not increased. 

● The pandemic has led to disruption of in-person meetings to assess eligibility for different 
benefits. The Department is considering rolling out telephone or video call assessments 
which, if successful, could continue past the pandemic and help with accessibility in the 
longer term.  

● The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) also aims to have a holistic approach to 
assessing claim appeals. Advisers are increasingly proactively contacting claimants to give 
them an opportunity to explain why they believe they are eligible for different benefits.  

 
4. Working with employers to counter misconceptions and help with job retention is crucial 
 
● In one survey mentioned, 20% of employers reported that they would be hesitant to hire a 

disabled person due to concerns around their ability to do the work effectively. There were 
also considerations regarding when funding is best released.  

● Typically, it is only once an individual arrives at a Job Centre that resources go to getting 
them into work. If resources could be brought forward to better equip employers with 
supporting people with disabilities to stay in the labour market and be retained in their 
current job, then far less money would need to be spent finding them a new job. 

● There was a strong consensus that working with employers, particularly larger companies, 
to inform them of how to make reasonable adjustments is really important. 

 
5. Underpinning this all is the need for as much data as possible to inform decisions. 
 
● The benefit of bringing the Disability Unit into the Equalities Hub in the Cabinet Office is 

that it brings it together with other areas that relate to disability, such as race and sex. The 
Government is introducing a more rigorous process of understanding where the problems 
lie across these areas and trying to deal with them in a more coordinated way.  

● In order to see these intersections and to find the individuals that are hardest to reach, 
there is a need for data and evidence to support decisions made under the public sector 



 

Equality Duty. This is an explicit priority for the National Strategy for Disabled People, 
which will be published next year.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 


