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WHO WE ARE

The Federation of Small Businesses (FSB) is a non-profit making, grassroots 
and non-party political business organisation that represents members in 
every community across the UK. Set up in 1974, we are the authoritative 
voice on policy issues affecting the UK’s 5.5 million small businesses, micro 
businesses and the self-employed.

Our lobbying arm starts with the work of our team in Westminster, which 
focuses on UK and England policy issues. Further to this, our expert teams 
in Glasgow, Cardiff and Belfast work with Governments, elected members 
and decision-makers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland.
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BUSINESS WITHOUT BARRIERS:
SUPPORTING DISABLED PEOPLE AND THOSE WITH HEALTH CONDITIONS IN THE WORKFORCE

25%
of small business owners are disabled  

or have a health condition

34%
of business owners report a decline in  

their mental health during the pandemic

51%
of small employers have employed  
a disabled person or someone with  
a health condition in the last 3 years

91%
of small employers offer flexible working,  

rising to 97% of those who employ a disabled 
person or someone with a health condition

54%
of small business employers believe the 

government should cover SSP costs or should 
implement a full rebate for small businesses

The cost of sickness absence last year  
for small business employers was

£5bn

52%
have experienced a barrier due to their being disabled or 

having a health condition, such as being unable to commit to 
consistent hours or meet short deadlines (34%), applying for 

financial support (15%), and getting access to equipment (11%)

 23% 
of disabled people or those with a health 

condition have experienced discrimination  
or negative treatment

http://www.fsb.org.uk


Business without barriers

4

CONTENTS

Foreword 5

Key findings 6

Recommendations 8

Introduction 11

Entrepreneurs, disability, and health 12

Small businesses and disability employment 31

Boosting disability youth employment 44

Access to Work and Disability Confident 47

Managing sickness absence 56

Occupational health 67

50-plus workers 75

Methodology 80



5

fsb.org.uk

Contents

FOREWORD

Disabled entrepreneurs are an essential part of the UK economy, with 
disabled-owned small businesses accounting for 8.6 per cent of the turnover 
of all UK businesses. Disabled people in work are more likely to go into self-
employment than non-disabled people in work. While sometimes this option 
is because of a lack of appropriate employment prospects, there are many 
disabled entrepreneurs who have chosen self-employment to fill a gap in the 
market, to disrupt a sector, or simply to have control over their own time.
Despite the prevalence of disabled people and those with a health 
condition entering self-employment, support available for them to start 
and grow their business is lacking. Disabled entrepreneurs are less likely 
to use business support than their non-disabled counterparts, with the 
absence of accessibility of many traditional forms of support being a key 
barrier. Banks, local government, and professional advisors must consider 
their offer to disabled people, but support should also be delivered through 
channels more commonly used by disabled entrepreneurs, such as peer 
networks. The DWP’s disability enterprise offer also needs improvement 
if Government want to create a new culture of enterprise. The successful 
New Enterprise Allowance should be reinstated, with higher weekly 
payments and more availability of mentors.
Small businesses employ disabled people and those with a health condition 
at a higher rate than medium and large businesses. The informal flexibility 
provided by small businesses can give disabled people and those with a 
health condition the support they need to enter and thrive in employment. 
But despite this relatively good performance among small businesses, 
disability employment still lags significantly behind non-disabled 
employment across all sizes of employers. Working to tackle this is not only 
a moral imperative but would also support businesses facing recruitment 
and skills shortages. 
Businesses need support with understanding and implementing best practice 
in managing sickness absence and health at work. Existing government 
support schemes like Access to Work are essential, but need improving, 
and the cost of sickness remains a huge barrier for small businesses. The 
government should implement a Statutory Sick Pay rebate for all small 
businesses, like the one provided during the COVID-19 pandemic.

 The COVID-19 pandemic has only highlighted and 
exacerbated the issue of mental health and wellbeing 
at work. This has impacted employees and employers 
alike, and our research shows the huge toll that running 
a business during the pandemic has taken on business 
owners. Providing health and wellbeing support to small 
businesses would help to improve the working lives of 
millions in the UK, while also supporting the economy to 
recover.

Julian John
FSB Disability, Health, and Wellbeing Policy Chair

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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KEY FINDINGS

Disabled entrepreneurs

•   25 per cent of small business owners are disabled or have  
a health condition.

•   23 per cent of business owners who are disabled or who have 
a health condition have experienced discrimination or negative 
treatment.

•   52 per cent have experienced a barrier due to their having a 
disability or health condition, such as not being able to commit to 
consistent hours or meet short deadlines (34%), when applying for 
financial support (15%), and lacking access to equipment (11%).

•    41 per cent of disabled business owners have used no business 
support, compared with 35 per cent of non-disabled business 
owners. They are more likely to use informal support, such as FSB 
networks (15%) and other networks (19%).

•   13 per cent of business owners who are disabled or who have a 
health condition have used Access to Work. 35 per cent have not 
heard of the scheme at all, and 25 per cent were not aware that it 
was available for the self-employed.

•   24 per cent of small business owners say they have a mental  
health condition.

•   34 per cent of small business owners say that their mental health 
has declined in general over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Disability employment

•   51 per cent of small business employers have employed a disabled 
person or someone with a health condition in the last three years.

•   91 per cent of small business employers offer flexible working, rising 
to 97 per cent of those who employ a disabled person.
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Managing sickness

•   The total cost of sickness for small businesses in the last year was 
£5 billion.

•   50 per cent of small employers who employ a disabled person or 
someone with a health condition have adjusted the working hours or 
shift patterns for an employee.

•   19 per cent have provided specialist equipment, and 15 per cent 
have made their workplace more accessible.

•   35 per cent have implemented a phased return to work.

•   54 per cent of small business employers believe the Government 
should cover SSP costs or implement a full rebate for small 
businesses.

Occupational health

•   28 per cent of small employers provide occupational health (OH) 
services to their staff, up from 10 per cent in 2018.

•   Reasons for not using OH services include not having any current 
staff health issues (44%), not knowing enough about OH services 
(25%), and thinking it is not relevant for their business (18%).

•   44 per cent would be encouraged to use OH services if they 
received Government financial support for them. 35 per cent could 
be encouraged with additional information, and 31 per cent would be 
encouraged by a specialist service aimed at small businesses. 

Access to Work and Disability Confident 

•   45 per cent of small business employers are aware of Access to 
Work, but only five per cent have used it.

•    42 per cent of those who know about Access to Work think it  
is important.

•   23 per cent have heard of Disability Confident.

•   34 per cent of those who know about the Disability Confident 
scheme understand it, and 28 per cent think it is important.

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Entrepreneurs, disability, and health

•   The Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (BEIS) 
should set a target to grow the number of disabled entrepreneurs 
by 100,000 by 2025, and over 250,000 by 2030. (p.27)

•   BEIS should produce condition-specific ‘Pathways to 
Entrepreneurship’ strategies, to address the differing barriers faced 
by those with different conditions. (p.27)

•   The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) should replace 
the scrapped New Enterprise Allowance with a more ambitious 
scheme, and ensure Disability Employment Advisors are 
appropriately trained to enable self-employment. (p.28)

•    DWP should scrap the ‘one-chance-only’ rule that prevents 
disabled entrepreneurs using the Government’s Access to Work 
scheme. (p.29)

•    The British Business Bank should launch a Disability Angels 
CoFund, based on the Angel CoFund, and provide funds for 
additional start-up loans ear marked for disabled entrepreneurs. 
(p.28)

•    UK Government should require major banks to measure and 
publish the proportion of loans given to disabled entrepreneurs. 
This should mirror the Rose Review recommendation with regards 
to female entrepreneurship funding transparency. (p.27)

•    UK Government should address the critical gap in enterprise 
data through exploring the collection of disability data points in 
government data, such as through the Small Business Survey, and 
adding a voluntary tick box to the VAT Return form or the Annual 
Returns form submitted to Companies House. (p.30)

Boosting disability youth employment

•   DWP should roll out Access to Work (AtW) passports immediately 
following the pilots to aid all young people and other groups such 
as ex-service personnel who are disabled or who have a health 
condition in transitioning from education to employment. After this 
has taken place, DWP should roll out AtW passports to the wider 
population. (p.45) 

•   The Department for Education (DfE) should join up careers 
advice and guidance with disability support and guidance so that 
education leavers know how to access assistive technology and 
support to enable their transition into employment. (p.45)
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•   DfE should reintroduce the principle of compulsory work 
experience to support young people to have an early, positive 
introduction to the workplace. (p.45)

Small businesses and disability employment

•   The UK Government should introduce a one-year Employer National 
Insurance Contributions holiday on the wages of newly recruited 
disabled employees, following the successful introduction of a NICs 
holiday for armed forces veterans, instituted in 2020. (p.41)

•   The UK Government should introduce a ‘Kickstart’-style 
disability employment scheme to get more disabled people into 
employment for the first time. (p.41) 

•   DWP’s Employers, Health and Inclusive Employment team and 
the Government Equalities Office should scrutinise impact 
assessments’ analyses of the impact on disability employment of 
significant policy developments. (p.42)

•   The UK Government should make improving disability employment 
a cross-cutting outcome in the Treasury’s outcome metrics, to 
increase institutional focus beyond simply DWP. (p.41)

Access to Work and Disability Confident

•   DWP should move cost sharing in Access to Work to six weeks 
after disclosure, rather than six weeks after employment. (p.55)

•   DWP should amend the Access to Work scheme so the default 
is that the equipment sits with the employee, rather than the 
employer, meaning that the employee can easily take it between 
roles. (p.55)

•   DWP should introduce a ‘small business outstanding performer’ tier 
to Disability Confident for those small businesses producing good 
outcomes. (p.55)

•   The Disability Unit’s forthcoming UK-wide campaign should include 
a focus on improving the attitudes of colleagues to their disabled 
co-workers and increasing awareness of Access to Work, including 
for the self-employed. (p.55)

Managing sickness absence 

•   The UK Government should introduce a permanent Statutory Sick 
Pay rebate for small and medium-sized enterprises. (p.65)

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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•   DWP should prompt GPs (or other health professionals) writing fit 
notes to include a recommendation to use Access to Work. (p.66)

•   DWP should amend the fit note process to permit a wider range 
of medical professionals to write and certify fit notes, to allow for 
more detailed specialist information and to free up GP time. (p.66)

•   DHSC should increase the number of outpatient appointments 
booked through the NHS e-Referral Service (previously Choose 
and Book). (p.66)

Occupational health support

•   HMRC should eliminate the perceived tax risks of enabling small 
suppliers to access employee assistance programmes. (p.73)

•   DWP should publish the findings from its testing and evaluation 
of the subsidy for SMEs and the self-employed within the next six 
months, and implement a subsidy within 24 months. (p.73)

•   Innovate UK should support occupational health disruptors, 
especially those which specialise in the small business market. (p.74)

50-plus workers

•   The UK Government (England) should implement the 50-plus 
choices employer taskforce recommendation for the Department 
of Health and Social Care and NHS-led implementation of a more 
holistic view of the menopause transition by clinicians in England. 
(p.79)
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INTRODUCTION

Disability and health is a key issue for all small businesses – whether the 
owner is disabled or has health issues themselves, employs someone who 
is, or has disabled customers. Small businesses are more likely to employ 
disabled people than larger businesses, along with people over 50, who 
are more likely to have a health condition. Disabled people are also self-
employed at a higher rate than non-disabled people.
Despite the relatively good performance of small businesses compared to 
larger employers, disability employment still lags significantly behind non-
disabled employment across all sizes of employers. 
The reasons for poor levels of disability employment are complex, and 
include issues such as lower educational outcomes for disabled people, 
the inaccessibility of essential infrastructure such as transport, direct and 
indirect discrimination from employers, colleagues and customers, and the 
impact on performance at work or running a business that ill health can 
have.1 Because of these complex reasons, work is needed to incentivise 
recruitment of disabled applicants; otherwise, previous disadvantage risks 
becoming a permanent penalty.
The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the issue of disability and health 
at work, with many suffering from ‘long Covid’ or mental health challenges 
exacerbated by, or stemming from, the pandemic. This has impacted 
everyone, including the self-employed, business owners, and their employees.
This report seeks to identify the issues impacting disabled business owners 
and potential disabled business owners. The report also outlines solutions to 
create a stronger platform for disabled enterprise in the UK. Helping disabled 
people and those with health conditions to remain in work has the potential 
to make a significant impact on the individual, employers, and communities.
Although measures that increase the number of disabled people starting, 
running and working in small businesses are likely to help make sure that 
the needs of disabled people as consumers are met, we have not focused 
on this in this report in order to focus on measures to tackle the stark 
employment disparity. The findings and recommendations outlined in this 
report could lead to:

•  reduced sickness absence within small businesses, 

•  reduced demand on the NHS, 

•  improved individual health and wellbeing through work, 

•  increased economic output, and 

•  building an inclusive and diverse workforce.

1   95 per cent of respondents to this CIPD survey say mental health affects their 
performance at work: CIPD, Employee Outlook: Focus on Mental health in the workplace, 
July 2016, available at: https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/employee-outlook_2016-focus-on-
mental-health-in-the-workplace_tcm18-10549.pdf

http://www.fsb.org.uk
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/employee-outlook_2016-focus-on-mental-health-in-the-workplace_tcm18-10549.pdf
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/employee-outlook_2016-focus-on-mental-health-in-the-workplace_tcm18-10549.pdf
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ENTREPRENEURS,  DISABILITY,  
AND HEALTH

While the proportion of disabled workers in self-employment outweighs 
the proportion of non-disabled workers (13.8% to 12.5%), there are still 
lower levels of entrepreneurship among all disabled people due to the 
lower levels of disability employment as a whole.2 Supporting disabled 
people to establish their own business is a key part of closing the disability 
employment gap, which remains very large at 28.1 per cent.

A quarter (25%) of small business owners report that they are disabled or 
have a health condition, increasing to 29 per cent for those operating in 
the retail sector. Seventeen per cent of small business owners say they are 
limited a little due to their being disabled or having a health condition and 
eight per cent say they are limited a lot. Disabled-owned small businesses 
contribute 24 per cent of UK small business turnover, and 8.6 per cent of 
the turnover of all UK businesses.3

Figure 1: Disabled business owners and those with a health condition, by 
Scotland and England region4

Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021

Region Proportion of disabled business owners 
or those with a health condition

Yorkshire and The Humber  
and the North East 36%

East Midlands 29%

East of England 29%

London 26%

South West 24%

North West 23%

South East 21%

Scotland 20%

West Midlands 20%

2   Office for National Statistics, Outcomes for disabled people in the UK: 
2021, February 2022, available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
outcomesfordisabledpeopleintheuk2021

3   Calculated using survey responses of disability status by number of employees and 
Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy business population estimates 
2021, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/business-population-
estimates-2021/business-population-estimates-for-the-uk-and-regions-2021-statistical-
release-html

4  Northern Ireland and Wales not included due to low base sizes

https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/outcomesfordisabledpeopleintheuk2021
https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/outcomesfordisabledpeopleintheuk2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/business-population-estimates-2021/business-population-estimates-for-the-uk-and-regions-2021-statistical-release-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/business-population-estimates-2021/business-population-estimates-for-the-uk-and-regions-2021-statistical-release-html
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/business-population-estimates-2021/business-population-estimates-for-the-uk-and-regions-2021-statistical-release-html
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There are a multitude of reasons why a disabled person or someone with 
a long-term health condition may become self-employed or establish 
their own business. Some opt for self-employment because of the lack of 
appropriate employed opportunities for them, while many have chosen 
the freedom and flexibility working for oneself brings. Our data shows that 
disabled entrepreneurs are more likely to have their business premises at 
home or in premises attached to their home (38%) than those who are not 
disabled or do not have a health condition (29%), highlighting the flexibility 
that can come with working for oneself.

“ Previously I was an investment banker, but after the financial crash  
I started to contemplate what’s my purpose in life. Is it just to accrue 
wealth or to help people? And I thought because I have a disability 
myself, that’s a good opportunity to help people. So, I decided to 
become an entrepreneur focused on disability. I am also a campaigner 
trying to create change for disabled people within existing systems.  
I can only do that because I have a portfolio career.”

FSB member, Professional activities, London

CASE STUDY
Julian John is the founder of award-winning consultancy Delsion. 
Having recovered from brain damage in 2005 which left him with limited 
mobility, Julian realised there were many barriers for disabled people 
returning to work. With his HR background, he established Delsion 
in 2015, which focuses on diversity and inclusion, and learning and 
development. He has since made Swansea the first Disability Confident 
city in the UK. He is listed as one of the most influential business leaders 
in the UK in the Shaw Trust Power 100 and was included in the People 
Management Diversity & Inclusion Power List 2020.

Julian set up Delsion both because he was long-term unemployed and 
struggling to find employment, and because he had spotted a gap in the 
market which the business could fill to offer something new. In addition, 
self-employment offered him the flexibility he needed in work. 

Julian John, Professional services, Wales
FSB Disability, health, and wellbeing Policy Chair

Disabled entrepreneurs may face additional barriers compared to non-
disabled entrepreneurs. The greatest challenge reported by those who 
are disabled or who have a health condition is not being able to commit to 
consistent hours or meet short deadlines (34%). This was followed by issues 
when applying for financial support (15%), not getting access to equipment 
(11%), and not finding peer-to-peer networks (11%). Only 42 per cent of all 

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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disabled business owners had not experienced any additional barriers 
to their business as a result of their disability or health condition. The 
percentage who have not experienced a barrier drops to only 20 per cent 
of those who report that they are limited a lot by being disabled or having a 
health condition.

Figure 2: Barriers to doing business experienced by disabled 
entrepreneurs and entrepreneurs with a health condition
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021

Being able to commit to consistent hours/meet short deadlines 34%

Applying for or receiving financial support 15%

Getting access to equipment (e.g. furniture or software that 
enables you to work better) 11%

Finding peer-to-peer networks for disabled enterprises/ 
business owners 11%

Finding and accessing quality business support 8%

Finding other networks for disabled enterprises/business 
owners (e.g. through local councils, the British Library, through 
educational establishments).

7%

Finding accessible training 6%

Other 9%

None of these – I haven’t experienced any additional barriers to 
my business as a result of my disability or health condition 42%

Don’t know / prefer not to say 6%
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Barriers to doing business are more frequently reported by those who are 
limited a lot by being disabled or having a health condition, but significantly 
more so in applying for financial support (29% vs. 6% of those limited 
a little), receiving financial support (24% vs. 3%), and getting access to 
equipment (22% vs. 6%).

Small business owners who are deaf or have hearing loss in particular 
reported barriers and difficulties getting support to overcome these. While 
these business owners felt supported by the NHS, this support did not 
extend to working or setting up and running a business. 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Don’t know/prefer not to say

None of these

Other

Finding accessible training

Finding other
networks for disabled

enterprises/business owners

Finding and accessing
quality business support

Finding peer-to-peer
networks for disabled

enterprises/business owners

Getting access to equipment

Applying for or receiving
financial support

Being able to commit to
consistent hours/meet

short deadlines
34%

15%

11%

11%

8%

7%

6%

9%

42%

6%

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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“ I’m deaf and I need help with making my business accessible. Small 
businesses cannot afford equipment like loops that exist in banks and 
churches and there is no help for this.”

FSB member, Retail, South East

Additional barriers can be created for disabled people as an unintended 
by-product of another policy decision. For example, disabled entrepreneurs 
who live or work in London have highlighted the detrimental impact of the 
Ultra Low Emissions Zone (ULEZ). 

“ I’m campaigning for the Mayor of London to grant an exemption for 
Blue Badge holders. Many disabled people in London aren’t in receipt 
of the higher rate of benefits and so they won’t be eligible for the 
planned exemption.”

FSB member, Professional activities, London

There is a temporary grace period for vehicles registered with the Driver 
and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA) as having a ‘disabled’ or ‘disabled 
passenger vehicle’ tax class, which will cease in 2025. To qualify for this, 
a disabled person must be receiving the higher rate of benefits, which 
excludes many disabled people. Even for the groups that do qualify, the 
grace period means that those with an older car, particularly diesel, will 
need to purchase a new vehicle by 2025 or to pay £12.50 per day. Due to 
the wide scope of the ULEZ (much broader than the congestion charge 
zone), it covers a great deal of residential areas as well as areas people are 
likely to work. For disabled business owners, who may be unable to use 
public transport, this is hugely detrimental. 
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Discrimination faced by disabled business owners

Of business owners who are disabled or who have a health condition, 
23 per cent say that they have experienced discrimination or negative 
treatment. This increases to 42 per cent of those who report that they are 
limited a lot by being disabled or having a health condition. 

“ I have faced discrimination when networking and attending meetings, 
venues are not being accessible to me, organisations not asking in 
advance if I have access needs, and a sense of awkwardness when I 
arrive. The biggest thing though is not discrimination, but the impact 
of bias. People don’t always invite me to meetings in case it is hard 
for me to get there rather than asking. In online business meetings 
people cannot see my disability so the environment is much more 
equitable and free from bias.”

FSB member, Other industry, Shropshire

“ The main discrimination is around entry barriers to work and funding 
with complex written tender documents, funding applications, tight 
deadlines for lengthy and complex written applications. Applications 
are selected on the basis of a written application, in a particular 
format, irrespective of skills and experience, quality, innovation, or 
ability to deliver. There is a lack of neurodivergent knowledge in 
business support.”

FSB member, Professional activities, Wales

New Enterprise Allowance and Universal Credit

Setting up your own business is a daunting and difficult task. For those 
receiving benefits but who wish to set up their own business, the support 
available to them needs improving. The decision to scrap the New 
Enterprise Allowance (NEA), and for the scheme to close in January 
2022, is particularly difficult to comprehend, as one of the only methods 
of support for the self-employed on benefits. The programme has been 
hugely valuable, supporting 146,000 new businesses to be established up 
to December 2020,5 including at least 32,000 by disabled people.6 Rather 
than scrapping a successful intervention for disabled people, the scheme 
should be replaced with a more ambitious equivalent, providing additional 
mentors and increased weekly payments. Work coaches should also be 

5   Department for Work and Pensions, Official Statistics: New Enterprise Allowance 
statistics: April 2011 to December 2020, May 2021, available at: https://www.gov.uk/
government/statistics/new-enterprise-allowance-april-2011-to-december-2020/new-
enterprise-allowance-statistics-april-2011-to-december-2020

6   Numbers available for known disability, therefore could be higher.

http://www.fsb.org.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/new-enterprise-allowance-april-2011-to-december-2020/new-enterprise-allowance-statistics-april-2011-to-december-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/new-enterprise-allowance-april-2011-to-december-2020/new-enterprise-allowance-statistics-april-2011-to-december-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/new-enterprise-allowance-april-2011-to-december-2020/new-enterprise-allowance-statistics-april-2011-to-december-2020
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encouraged to highlight the programme to disabled people, as one method 
of driving up disability employment.

“ I got put on a course via the NEA with a local organisation and there 
were some good workshops that helped me when I first set up my 
business. And also, there was the money. When I was receiving 
the NEA, you also got initial financial support as well as the weekly 
payments, so I really feel I got the best of what was available by the 
government. That weekly payment for me was a lifesaver - we lived 
on it. It just enabled us to survive.”

FSB member, Social enterprise, North West

The NEA worked hand in glove with the Start-Up Loans initiative, which has 
backed over 85,000 businesses.7 Thirty per cent of those supported by the 
initiative were unemployed before applying. Given the clear success of the 
scheme, Government should look to provide an additional 5,000 new start 
up loans per year from current numbers, helping more people start their 
own business.

Self-employed people on Universal Credit (UC) are subject to an assumed 
level of earnings called the minimum income floor (MIF).8 This uses the 
minimum wage and the recipient’s expected hours of work to calculate 
what they would be expected to earn. If they earn below this rate, the MIF is 
used to calculate their UC payment rather than their actual earnings, while 
if they earn above the MIF their actual earnings are used. This is calculated 
monthly, which does not reflect the reality of payments for many businesses 
and is especially problematic for seasonal trades. 

Newly self-employed people are granted a 12 month ‘start-up period’, which 
is largely insufficient. Viable and ultimately successful businesses often take 
longer than a year to start up, with evidence pointing to the self-employed 
earning, on average, four times more in their third year than those who 
have been running a business for less than a year. This is also particularly 
challenging for disabled entrepreneurs or those with a health condition, 
who may need longer to get back on their feet after a period of ill health. 
In the long term, the MIF should be removed to reduce the penalisation 
faced by self-employed people on UC. In the short term, to help with this, 
the start-up period should be extended, and the MIF should be applied on 
a quarterly or annual basis. These measures have a particular impact on 
disabled people as self-employment is a viable route off welfare and into 

7   British Business Bank, Start Up Loans impact and achievements, accessed January 
2022, available at: https://www.startuploans.co.uk/achievements/

8   Department for Work and Pensions, Universal Credit for the self-employed, accessed 
February 2022, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-
credit-and-self-employment-quick-guide

https://www.startuploans.co.uk/achievements/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-and-self-employment-quick-guide
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/universal-credit-and-self-employment-quick-guide
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work for many disabled people who value the flexibility of setting their own 
pace and working patterns. The Government’s objective of making work 
pay more than welfare can only be fulfilled if the welfare system adequately 
supports the self-employed while they are building up their business.  

However, there is also a gap in the awareness of the needs of disabled 
people looking to set up their own businesses. Many disabled 
entrepreneurs who have engaged with Job Centres report that they were 
moved around various organisations and departments – from work coaches 
to Disability Employment Advisers (DEAs) to employability experts and 
back again. Recent government commitments to boosting the numbers 
of DEAs available was welcome,9 but both new and existing DEAs must 
be appropriately trained on self-employment and be encouraged to make 
schemes like an NEA replacement available to disabled jobseekers. 

“ I think for disabled people, unless they really know the system it can 
be hard to navigate. I’m really clear that self-employment is a really 
good option for some disabled people, but they need extra support to 
navigate the system.”

FSB member, Social enterprise, North West

Access to Work for the self-employed 
Access to Work (AtW) is a discretionary grant scheme that provides 
personalised support to disabled people who are in employment or self-
employment. Thirteen per cent of small business owners who are disabled 
or who have a health condition have used the AtW scheme. Thirty-five per 
cent of business owners who are disabled have not heard of the scheme at 
all, while an additional 25 per cent were not aware it was available for the 
self-employed or business owners. 

Twenty-seven per cent had heard of the scheme but had not used it. This 
shows the lack of awareness of this vital scheme to support disabled 
people in the workplace. While awareness of the scheme as a whole is low, 
there is even lower knowledge that it is available for the self-employed. 

Use of AtW varies by years in business. Our evidence suggests disabled 
entrepreneurs that have been in business for one to nine years are less 
likely to have used AtW than those who have been in business for 10-19 
years (see figure 3). There should be a greater focus on highlighting AtW 
for those starting a business. A thorough business plan is a requirement for 
AtW for those without proof of earnings from an existing business. This can 
be complicated for someone establishing a business and so may be off-
putting for start-up businesses.

9   Department for Work and Pensions, Government unveils new support for disabled 
jobseekers, April 2021, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-
unveils-new-support-for-disabled-jobseekers

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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Figure 3: Disabled small business owner use of Access to Work by length  
in business
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021

1-9 years 10-19 years 20-49 years

Yes – used AtW 16% 20% 6%

No, I haven’t heard of the 
scheme at all 39% 29% 38%

No, I wasn’t aware it was 
available for the self-
employed / business owners

25% 22% 29%

No, I have heard of the 
scheme, but I haven’t used it 20% 29% 27%

Prefer not to say 0% 1% 0%

Among those who have used the Access to Work scheme for themselves, it 
is seen as extremely valuable, with one business owner receiving specialist 
hearing aids, without which she would have been unable to work.

“ There have been some challenges with the amount of time it’s taken 
to get the process done, but it’s so important. Without my Access to 
Work award I cannot work.”

FSB member, Professional services, Wales

In applying for Access to Work as a self-employed person, there are 
a number of criteria the applicant must meet, including proving self-
employment and proof of business viability. To be considered viable, they 
must have a minimum turnover equivalent of the lower earnings limit - 
£6,240 per year in 2020/21. If they do not meet the viability test, they do 
not receive an Access to Work award, and an award can be withdrawn if a 
previously viable business drops below this limit. If an individual has their 
award withdrawn because their business ceases to satisfy the viability test, 
they cannot re-qualify for another self-employment Access to Work award 
for a period of five years from their last application.10 This is detrimental 
to disabled entrepreneurs for a number of reasons, and especially those 
who have a health condition that can flare up at any time. Once a business 
passes the viability test, business owners should be able to re-apply for 
Access to Work without the five-year delay.

10   Department for Work and Pensions, Access to Work staff guide, 2022, available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/access-to-work-staff-guide/access-to-
work-staff-guide

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/access-to-work-staff-guide/access-to-work-staff-guide
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/access-to-work-staff-guide/access-to-work-staff-guide
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Business support

FSB’s ‘Open for Business’ report highlighted the importance of business 
support in helping small businesses survive the pandemic.11 Business 
support and advice can help small businesses to improve their productivity 
and profitability, and enhance their attitudes and behaviours. Our research 
shows that business support helps businesses to comply with regulations 
and taxation, find financial assistance and business contracts, grow 
business, improve sales, and even cope emotionally. Compliance with 
regulations and taxation often come with their own complexities and 
bureaucracy in terms of evidence and administration which can pose 
additional challenges for disabled business owners.

Recent research by the Enterprise Research Council highlighted the 
problems of the current business support landscape in England, suggesting 
it is “overly complex and lacks the coherence evident in other parts of the 
UK, particularly Scotland”.12 It also argued that that business support should 
be better tailored to underrepresented groups, with data showing variations 
in how and where SMEs access advice and support, based on location and 
background.

Business support is provided by a wide variety of organisations, from 
the UK Government to trade bodies and banks, and many are offering 
under-utilised services. For example, RNIB has a business services offer, 
helping with a range of accessibility support including transcribing original 
documents into Braille or other accessible formats.13

11    FSB report, Open for Business: How business advice for small firms affected the 
COVID-19 recovery, July 2021, available at: https://www.fsb.org.uk/resource-report/
open-for-business-21.html

12   Enterprise Research Council, State of Small Business Britain 2020, available at: https://
www.enterpriseresearch.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/92744-ERC-State-of-Small-
Business-2020-Final.pdf

13   RNIB, Services for businesses, accessed February 2022, available at: https://www.rnib.
org.uk/services-for-businesses
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CASE STUDY
Kaleidoscope Group was established in 2015 by Hardeep Rai and Shane 
Bratby to support disabled entrepreneurs to start their own business and 
build ideas that are investable. Hardeep’s experience in investment and 
Shane’s knowledge of the challenges faced by disabled entrepreneurs 
has combined to support over 1,300 disabled entrepreneurs in 28 
countries. They run a 12-week incubator programme covering the basics 
of business, the practical aspects like business plans, and coaching to 
maximise success.

“ We’ve had many success stories through the programme. We 
supported two disabled entrepreneurs with their business Mobility 
Mojo, who help hotels to audit the accessibility of their facilities. We 
see great ethos and ideas from the disabled entrepreneurs in our 
programmes, and what we do is provide the commercial support 
to help them make their businesses a success. Our aim is to raise 
awareness of successful disabled business owners.”

Since launching in 2015, they have expanded the business to other 
areas – recruitment to help disabled people find employment, advisory 
to help employers with inclusive infrastructure, and a charitable arm 
offering grants and training.

Hardeep Rai, CEO and co-founder, Kaleidoscope Group, London

Disabled entrepreneurs and those with a health condition are less likely to 
have used business support than those without – 41 per cent have not used 
any support compared to 35 per cent of those with no disability or health 
condition. They are particularly unlikely to have used professional business 
advisors, e.g. accountants (20%), banks (11%), and local authorities/councils 
(8%), which raises questions around accessibility. 

“ When I set up my business, nearly all business support was 
inaccessible. There wasn’t any understanding of accessibility needs 
and there wasn’t anything in place to accommodate that. I remember 
my first experience with a business support organisation supported 
by the Government, and it was on the 9th floor with no lift.”

FSB member, Professional services, Wales
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The British Business Bank is the UK government’s economic 
development bank, supporting over £8.5bn of finance to almost 95,000 
smaller businesses through its core programmes. The Bank is partnering 
with the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) to create a more 
equal environment for blind and partially sighted people. This includes 
providing Braille, audio and large print versions of its Start Up Loans 
documentation for entrepreneurs with sight loss, staff training, and 
support to improve the accessibility of its customer-facing channels. The 
Bank is also looking beyond sight loss to make its products and services 
accessible to all, including working with Sign Live, a deaf-owned 
accredited sign language interpreter, to enable people to contact the 
Bank with a British Sign Language interpreter.

The British Business Bank

However, there are some forms of support disabled people are more likely 
to use – online support (20%), private coaching (13%), FSB networks (15%), 
other networks (19%), and other trade associations (15%).

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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Figure 4: Type of business support used by small business owners who are 
disabled or who have a health condition
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021

Disability or 
health condition

No disability/
health condition

Professional business advisors 
(e.g. accountants) 20% 33%

Online training and support 20% 16%

FSB business support 16% 16%

FSB networks 15% 9%

Private coaching 13% 11%

Banks 11% 18%

Local authorities / councils 8% 16%

Mentorships 8% 7%

Growth Hub / LEP 7% 7%

Education institutions 
(e.g. a university or college) 6% 6%

Other networks 19% 15%

Other trade associations 15% 13%

Other 7% 5%

None of these – I haven’t had 
any support that has helped me 
grow my business

41% 35%

Don’t know / prefer not to say 1% 1%
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Mental health

The importance of prioritising mental health has only become more obvious 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. While there is evidence around the links 
between mental health and work, the focus tends to lie with employees and 
what employers can do for them. The mental health impact that running 
a business has on business owners themselves is often ignored in this 
conversation.

A quarter (24%) of small business owners say that they have a mental 
health condition, broadly in line with national proportions.14 This breaks 
down as 16 per cent with a mild condition, six per cent with a moderate 
condition, and two per cent with a severe condition.15

There is overlap between disability and mental health conditions, with 43 
per cent of small business owners who are disabled saying they have a 
mental health condition. Nearly one in five (18%) of those who say they do 
not have a disability or long-term health condition do consider themselves 
to have a mental health condition.

Mental health and the COVID-19 pandemic

A third (34%) of all small business owners agree that their mental health has 
declined in general over the course of the pandemic. This doubles to two-
thirds (66%) of those who have a mental health condition.

Thirty-six per cent of all small business owners say that managing their 
business during the pandemic had a negative impact on their mental 
health. This was also higher among those who have a mental health 
condition (59%). Twenty-seven per cent of those without a mental health 
condition say managing their business impacted negatively on their mental 
health during the pandemic. There is a general acceptance of the link 
between work and health, and that being out of work can make outcomes 
worse for those with mental health conditions.16 Our evidence shows that 
this is true for business owners and the self-employed, with the impact of 
the pandemic having a detrimental impact on their mental health.

Asked about specifics to do with being an employer during the pandemic, 
28 per cent of all small business employers report that managing staff 

14   Mind, Mental health facts and statistics, Accessed February 2022, available at: https://
www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/statistics-and-
facts-about-mental-health/how-common-are-mental-health-problems/

15   Definitions of mild, moderate, and severe mental health conditions can be found in 
NICE guidance, here: https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg123/ifp/chapter/common-
mental-health-problems

16   Department for Work and Pensions and Department of Health and Social Care, Health 
is everyone’s business consultation response, July 2021, available at: https://www.gov.
uk/government/consultations/health-is-everyones-business-proposals-to-reduce-ill-
health-related-job-loss

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/statistics-and-facts-about-mental-health/how-common-are-mental-health-problems/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/statistics-and-facts-about-mental-health/how-common-are-mental-health-problems/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/types-of-mental-health-problems/statistics-and-facts-about-mental-health/how-common-are-mental-health-problems/
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg123/ifp/chapter/common-mental-health-problems
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg123/ifp/chapter/common-mental-health-problems
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impacted on their mental health, and 30 per cent say that their employees 
reported a decline in their mental health, likely adding to the challenges 
facing small business owners. 

Late payments remain a core issue to small businesses and the self-
employed, which can result in reduced productivity, cashflow issues, and 
uncertainty. The issue of late payments is one which has only worsened 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. FSB’s most recent Small Business Index 
found that 31 per cent of small businesses reported suffering from late 
payment increases in the previous three months.17 Twenty-three per cent of 
small business owners experiencing late payments report that dealing with 
them has impacted on their mental health during the pandemic.

Recommendations

•   BEIS should set a target to have 100,000 more disabled entrepreneurs 
by 2025, and over 250,000 by 2030. A disability entrepreneurship 
gap exists, and government should act to help close it. This report 
highlights the economic, social and health benefits of entrepreneurship 
by disabled people to the UK. This should sit alongside efforts to close 
the disability employment gap as a whole. 

•   BEIS should produce condition-specific ‘Pathways to 
Entrepreneurship’ strategies, to address the differing barriers faced 
by those with different conditions. Not every disability or long-term 
health condition impacts entrepreneurship in the same way. The 
Government has sufficient resource to undertake complimentary 
condition-specific work as well. This should be similar in governance 
and scope to the sector strategies previously published by BEIS in the 
past, working with relevant stakeholders. 

•   The UK Government should require major banks to measure and 
publish the proportion of loans given to disabled entrepreneurs. 
This should mirror the Rose Review recommendation with regards 
to female entrepreneurship funding transparency. Disabled 
entrepreneurs are less likely than non-disabled entrepreneurs to 
use banks as a form of business support. Banks have undertaken a 
considerable amount of work to increase accessibility and provide 
protection for vulnerable customers and should be commended for 
doing so. Collecting and publishing data on the proportion of loans 
granted to disabled entrepreneurs would be a hugely important 
continuation of this work.

17   FSB report, Small Business Index Q4 2021, available at: https://www.fsb.org.uk/
resource-report/sbi-q4-2021.html
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•   DWP should replace the New Enterprise Allowance (NEA) with a 
more ambitious scheme and ensure Disability Employment Advisors 
(DEAs) are appropriately trained to enable self-employment. The 
NEA helped thousands of disabled people start a business before it 
was closed in December 2021. There is a strong case for replacing the 
scheme with a more substantial successor – providing both additional 
support and increased weekly payments. Both new and existing 
DEAs should be appropriately trained on self-employment and be 
encouraged to make schemes like an NEA replacement available to 
disabled jobseekers.

•   The British Business Bank should launch a Disability Angels CoFund, 
based on the Angel CoFund, and provide funds for additional start-
up loans ear-marked for disabled entrepreneurs. Government has 
taken significant action through the BBB to improve access to equity 
funding. There is a case for extending this action with the aim of 
enabling disabled entrepreneurs to access early-stage capital more 
easily. The BBB’s start-up loans have performed well in widening 
access to entrepreneurship, and providing additional funding for new 
start-up loans, specifically for disabled entrepreneurs, would provide a 
clear route for potential disabled entrepreneurs to start a business.   

•   Local authorities should review their business support services to 
ensure they meet their responsibilities under the Equality Act 2010, 
which requires a service provider, in this case local authorities, to 
take reasonable positive steps to ensure that disabled people can 
access its services. The Levelling Up white paper acknowledges that 
“local authorities with the largest disability employment gaps tend to 
be concentrated within more deprived areas of the UK.” Under the 
Equality Act there is a responsibility to make reasonable adjustments 
where a disabled person is put at a disadvantage in comparison to a 
non-disabled person as a result of a rule or policy. 

  FSB research found that only eight per cent of disabled entrepreneurs 
have used their local authority to access support to grow their 
business. Disabled entrepreneurs, especially those in the most 
deprived areas, should have equal access to business support 
services in their local communities.

•   DWP should fix Universal Credit’s negative treatment of disabled 
entrepreneurs with fluctuating health conditions by amending the 
minimum income floor (MIF). The MIF should be removed, the start-
up period should be increased to two years, and the MIF should be 
applied on a quarterly or annual basis to protect businesses which 
work on a project or seasonal basis. 
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  Viable and ultimately successful businesses often take longer than a 
year to start up, with evidence pointing to the self-employed earning, 
on average, four times more in their third year than those who have 
been running a business for less than a year. For many, the application 
of the MIF after a year steals the chance to go on and lead successful 
businesses, taking account of the evidence surrounding the length of 
time needed to start-up a viable business.

•   DWP should scrap the ‘one-chance-only’ rule that prevents disabled 
entrepreneurs using the Government’s Access to Work scheme. 
The qualification rules should be amended to allow those who have 
previously failed the business viability test to re-apply as soon as their 
business returns to viability, rather than the current five-year ban. This 
would support disabled entrepreneurs who might have experienced 
a period of ill health, thus failing the viability test, to gain support as 
soon as they are able to grow the business again. Government should 
also ensure that business plan requirements do not create a barrier to 
disabled entrepreneurs. 

•   The UK Government should publicise Access to Work at each point 
of contact between entrepreneurs and Government – including 
through primary care settings, and HMRC. DWP is conscious of the 
relatively low take-up of Access to Work, including amongst the self-
employed. To rectify this, Government needs to use all of the many 
points of contact it has with disabled entrepreneurs to publicise the 
scheme. This should include both HMRC and primary care settings. 

•   The UK Government should review whether insurance products 
are facilitating contemporary best practice in a return to work. The 
Government should challenge the insurance industry as to whether 
there are ‘blue tape barriers’ in insurance policies that are preventing a 
return to work. For instance, it may be that those currently in receipt of 
payments related to permanent health insurance can enter into some 
kind of limited self-employment work but that phasing a return to work 
this way is not compatible with continued receipt of payments under the 
insurance policy. Insurance products should facilitate a gradual return to 
work in the same way that many employers have started to do. 

•   BEIS should address the points of stress common to all business 
owners, such as late payment. There are a number of points of stress 
that are very common within the business population – of which one of 
the most frequent is late or non-payment. The most prominent example 
of this is the Government’s failure to date to put in place its own 
commitments to give Audit Committees oversight of payment practices 
and report on payment practices within annual reports. The failure to 
deliver on promises already in place which create a huge amount of 
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stress for business owners clearly compounds the difficulties for those 
currently less likely to pursue entrepreneurship. 

•   The UK Government should address the critical gap in enterprise 
data through exploring collection of disability data points in 
government data, such as through the Small Business Survey, and 
adding a voluntary tick box to the VAT Return form or the Annual 
Returns form submitted to Companies House. It would be beneficial 
to have data broken down by disability type, as disabled people are 
not an homogenous group, but this will need to be balanced with 
what information people are happy to disclose, and ensuring data are 
usable with robust base sizes.
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ONS figures from February 2021 show that 53.5 per cent of disabled 
people are now in employment, which is an increase on prior years. 
However, the gap in employment rates (‘the employment gap’) between 
disabled and non-disabled people remains significant at 28.1 percentage 
points.18

Small businesses are more likely to employ disabled people than larger 
employers, with 45.1 per cent of all disabled people in employment working 
in a small business, compared to 43.3 per cent of all non-disabled people. 
This compares to 26.9 per cent of all disabled people in employment and 
28.1 per cent of non-disabled people in employment working in a large 
business.19 Therefore, smaller businesses have a critical role to play in 
delivering on the Government’s pledge to get one million more disabled 
people into employment by 2027. While small businesses are already 
playing a big role in reducing the disability employment gap, the gap is still 
significant and more can be done.
Respondents to the survey were asked if they currently employ, or have 
in the last three years employed anyone they know to be disabled or to 
have a physical or mental health condition. The information collected 
remained confidential and non-identifiable, and reflected the personal 
belief or understanding of the employer, reliant on those they employ 
being comfortable disclosing their conditions. Half (51%) of small business 
employers say that they either currently (38%) or have in the last three 
years (13%) employed someone they know to to be disabled or to have a 
physical or mental health condition.
It is likely that this figure is an under-estimate, due to hidden disabilities 
and mental health conditions. Small business owners who are disabled or 
who have a health condition are more likely to employ people they know to 
have a disability or health condition (66%). 

“ Everyone I employ has a disability. I think having a flexible mindset 
is the most important, whether it’s time or allowing people to work in 
their own way. It’s all about thinking differently and this builds loyalty 
and respect in the team.” 

FSB member, Professional services, London

18   Office for National Statistics, Outcomes for disabled people in the UK: 
2021, February 2022, available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/releases/
outcomesfordisabledpeopleintheuk2021

19   Department for Work and Pensions, Official Statistics: The employment of disabled 
people 2021, November 2021, available at https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/
the-employment-of-disabled-people-2021

SMALL BUSINESSES AND  
DISABILITY EMPLOYMENT
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The nature of smaller organisations often means a closer-knit team, 
happy to support one another, and more adept at providing flexibility. 
This flexibility also comes through greater informality in recruitment and 
retention processes, which can hugely benefit staff with more complex 
needs. As mental health conditions are less visible, it is more likely that 
the individual will need to disclose their condition and explain how their 
condition may affect their job, which could be challenging for the employee. 
The lack of guidance on how to support people in the workplace with 
mental health conditions means it is harder for employers who often do not 
know how to help, even if they want to do so, despite being better placed 
to provide more tailored support.

CASE STUDY
SYPO is a website development and design business established 
in Kendal by Alan Jewitt. When an employee disclosed that they 
were autistic during the interview process, the business had its first 
experience with making adjustments, such as offering flexible working 
and making changes to the work environment. After the experience 
with this employee, SYPO then felt able to offer opportunities to other 
autistic people. It has offered work experience independently and 
through Building Better Opportunities, and now has a second autistic 
staff member on a permanent basis.

“ I think it’s all about understanding and informal flexibility based on 
the individual. This has enabled us to create an autism-friendly work 
environment.”

Alan Jewitt, SYPO, North West

Our evidence shows that disability employment is fairly consistent across 
the UK, with at least half of small employers in the North West (55%), 
Yorkshire and the North East (52%), Scotland (53%), the South East (50%), 
and the South West (52%) employing someone with a disability or health 
condition either currently or in the last three years.

The employment of disabled people varies across sectors, with the 
information and communication sector (57%) and the wholesale and retail 
sector (59%) being more likely than others to employ someone who is 
disabled or who has a health condition.

Our evidence shows that of those small businesses that say they employ 
a disabled employee, 17 per cent used support from their local authority or 
council to set up and grow their business in comparison to 11 per cent of 
those who do not have any disabled employees. 
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Place-based interventions could also play a role in closing the disability 
employment gap. In 2018, the Cornwall Work and Health Beacon Project 
was set up to help the Work and Health Unit understand how to work most 
effectively with local areas and the SME business community, with the aim 
of replicating it across other areas of the UK.20 FSB research shows that 
while seven per cent of all small businesses sought support from a growth 
hub, the figure was slightly higher in the South West (9%). 

Despite the good record of disability employment for small businesses, 
many still struggle to understand their legal obligations in relation to 
disabilities and employment. In 2021 FSB’s employment legal helpline 
received over 500 calls each on disability discrimination, Statutory Sick Pay, 
and flexible working.

Flexible working

The vast majority (91%) of small employers offer some form of flexible 
working to at least some of their employees. This covers informal and 
formal flexible working requests. This rises to 97 per cent of those who 
currently or have recently employed someone who is disabled or who has a 
health condition.

According to Acas’s advice on responding to a flexible working request, if 
an employee makes a flexible working request because of a disability, the 
employer could treat this as a reasonable adjustment request.21

Our evidence suggests that small businesses that currently or have in the 
last three years employed someone who is disabled or who has a health 
condition are more likely to offer flexible working arrangements to their 
disabled employees, as outlined in Figure 5. 

Small business employers of disabled people are significantly more likely to 
offer home working, reduced working hours, annualised hours, job sharing, 
flexitime, and hybrid working. Job flexibility can be essential to supporting 
disabled people to gain or to remain in work, whether it be working from 
home or adjustments to working hours. Employers report that offering 
flexibility to suit the individual has helped them retain staff who have 
developed a new health condition or had an existing condition worsen. In 
particular, this helps enable staff to reduce their hours on a temporary or 
permanent basis, or to have flexitime and so to work around flare-ups in 
their condition.

20    CIOS LEP, Cornwall Work and Health Beacon Project, available at: https://cioslep.com/
case-study/cornwall-work-and-health-beacon-project/

21   Acas, The right to request flexible working, accessed February 2022, available at: 
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20171207153053/http://www.acas.
org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1616

http://www.fsb.org.uk
https://cioslep.com/case-study/cornwall-work-and-health-beacon-project/
https://cioslep.com/case-study/cornwall-work-and-health-beacon-project/
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20171207153053/http://www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1616
https://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/ukgwa/20171207153053/http://www.acas.org.uk/index.aspx?articleid=1616
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Figure 5: Provision of flexible working by small business employers who do 
and do not employ someone who is disabled or who has a health condition
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021

All

Employ 
someone who 
is disabled in 
last 3 years

Haven’t 
employed 

someone who 
is disabled in 
last 3 years

Flexitime or  
staggered hours 67% 73% 59%

The chance to reduce 
their working hours 62% 74% 48%

Paid leave to care 
for dependants in an 
emergency

56% 56% 54%

Working at or from 
home in normal 
working hours

55% 59% 52%

Hybrid working 48% 51% 43%

Compressed hours 27% 28% 25%

Job sharing 25% 30% 17%

Annualised hours 25% 28% 20%
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The proportion of those offering some form of flexible working arrangement 
to their staff has risen slightly, from 89 per cent in 2018 to 91 per cent in 
2021. While there are small increases across nearly all forms of flexible 
working since 2018, the biggest increase is in homeworking rising – from 
39 per cent in 2018 to 55 per in 2021. The COVID-19 pandemic is likely a 
big cause of this shift, both in terms of practicalities of working and in an 
increased focus on the importance of staff wellbeing. 
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Figure 6: Provision of flexible working in small business employers
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021 and FSB social value survey, 2018

2021 2018

Any 91% 89%
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Annualised hours 25% 24%
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Reasonable adjustments

A reasonable adjustment is a change that must be made to remove or 
reduce a disadvantage related to an employee’s disability in the workplace. 
Employers are under a legal duty under the Equality Act 2010 to make 
reasonable adjustments for their disabled staff where the adjustment would 
help alleviate a workplace disadvantage related to a disability. Our research 
shows that half (50%) of those who currently or have recently employed 
someone who is disabled have implemented a reasonable adjustment to 
hours, and 35 per cent have implemented a phased return to work.

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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Figure 7: Percentage of small business employers who employ someone 
who is disabled or who has a health condition that have implemented 
measures in their business
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021 

Adjusted the working hours or shift patterns for an employee 
who is disabled or who has a health condition 50%

Implemented a phased return to work for an employee who is 
disabled or who has a health condition 35%

Provided additional or specialised equipment for someone who 
is disabled or who has a health condition 19%

Made my workplace more accessible for disabled employees 
and / or customers 15%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Made my workplace
more accessible

for disabled employees
and / or customers

Provided additional
or specialised equipment

for someone who is
disabled or who has a

health condition

Implemented a
phased return to work for

an employee who is
disabled or who has a

health condition

Adjusted the working
hours or shift patterns for

an employee who is
disabled or who has a

health condition

15%

50%

35%

19%



39

fsb.org.uk

Contents

“ One of our long-term employees has a health condition and we’ve 
been quite flexible in making adjustments and allowances to support 
them, such as the option to work from home or offering to move their 
office downstairs. It’s not outwardly visible and you don’t realise that 
sometimes people have these conditions, but they’re very real and they 
do have an impact on their daily life and the business. We also support 
the employee with taxis to work through Access to Work.”

FSB member, Manufacturing, East of England

Assistive technology may also be useful to support and enhance 
communication for people, including autistic or dyslexic people and those 
who are visually impaired within the workplace. Financial or other assistance 
to help make an adjustment is available through Government schemes such 
as Access to Work. Awareness and usage of Access to Work is, however, 
low. Only five per cent of small business employers have used the scheme, 
but usage is higher among those who have made adjustments – 14 per 
cent of those who have made their workplace more accessible have used 
the scheme, rising to 22 per cent of those who have provided additional or 
specialised equipment for someone. 

Not only does the UK have a disability employment gap, it also has a digital 
skills gap. The two should not be viewed in isolation. Digital skills can 
present a huge barrier for disabled people,22 especially as more workplace 
activities and training move online. The move online during the COVID-19 
pandemic has been a leveller in some respects, removing the physical 
accessibility issues faced by many disabled people. However, for those 
with low or no digital skills, this has simply moved their barriers to their 
home. Assistive technology can make a huge difference here, with tech 
developments consistently updating to improve and encompass more 
disabilities.

Increasingly, there is built-in assistive technology in devices many people 
already own. Microsoft has extensive options, including captions in video 
calling and a ‘read aloud’ function in documents, while iPhones come with 
a wide range of accessibility adaptations, and the Google Chrome browser 
has several extensions. Technology companies are consistently updating 
these to improve accessibility, but awareness is low both among disabled 
people and employers.

FSB research also highlights the steps taken by small firms in making their 
businesses more accessible. Ten per cent of small employers have made 
their workplace more accessible for disabled employees or customers. 

22   Good Things Foundation, Doing Digital Inclusion: Disability handbook, accessed 
February 2022, available at: https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org/insights/doing-
digital-inclusion-disability-handbook/

http://www.fsb.org.uk
https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org/insights/doing-digital-inclusion-disability-handbook/
https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org/insights/doing-digital-inclusion-disability-handbook/
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This figure rose to 15 per cent for those small firms that say they employ 
disabled employees.

CASE STUDY
After facing difficulties getting into the sector due to her own disability, 
Fiona Campbell established Crazy Capers in 2007, a childcare provider 
based in Renfrewshire. Since starting the organisation, it has become 
a Disability Confident Employer, and won Enable’s Small Business of 
the Year in 2010 for efforts in helping individuals to return to work. It 
employs a number of disabled people and offers volunteering to enable 
people to build up their skills and experience if they are struggling to 
gain employment.

“ We are a Disability Confident employer and have offered  
work trials, made reasonable adjustments in our business – including 
the interview process – and have adopted a flexible approach.  
I think it’s very important to give people the opportunities that they 
should have.”

Fiona Campbell, Managing Director, Crazy Capers, Scotland

Social value and procurement
In 2018/19, expenditure on public procurement from the private sector was 
£274 billion.23 In 2020, FSB welcomed the introduction of new measures 
from the Cabinet Office, meaning that public sector contracts will now 
include Social Value as part of the tendering process, giving a wider view 
and importance on the societal benefits that businesses can bring by 
delivering the contract. The new approach will encourage bidders to show 
their impact on society and the social value generated by their business, 
something SMEs have traditionally been strong on generating, but poor in 
expressing. We are hopeful that a qualitative approach to social value will 
therefore further level the playing field for the UK’s small businesses, start-
ups and social enterprises.

Social value allows small businesses to highlight the everyday value 
and good work they bring to the community, such as apprenticeships, 
employment, and training for under-represented groups, including disabled 
people. In 2021, the in-work progression commission recommended that the 
Government should increase the minimum weighting of social value in public 
procurement to 20 per cent over time.24 FSB supports this recommendation. 

23   House of Commons Library, Procurement statistics, October 2021, available at: https://
researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9317/CBP-9317.pdf

24   Department for Work and Pensions, Supporting progression out of low pay: a call to 
action, July 2021, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-
progression-out-of-low-pay-a-call-to-action

https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9317/CBP-9317.pdf
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9317/CBP-9317.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-progression-out-of-low-pay-a-call-to-action
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-progression-out-of-low-pay-a-call-to-action
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Recommendations

•   The UK Government should introduce a ‘Kickstart’-style Disability 
Employment scheme to get more disabled people into employment 
for the first time. The Kickstart scheme was an effective measure 
in helping disabled people at risk of long-term unemployment to 
gain work experience to progress successfully into employment. 
Unfortunately, eligibility for Kickstart included a requirement that a 
participant could not be in receipt of any other contracted provision, 
for example through the Work and Health Programme. This meant a 
number of disabled people were not able to access this programme.  

  However, the combination of subsidised work experience, alongside 
other support, is the ideal combination for helping those who have 
not been able to enter the workforce previously to do so. Disability 
employment is lower in every age group than youth employment – 
extending the same support to disabled people of all age groups 
would be extremely beneficial to disabled people. 

•   The UK Government should introduce a one-year Employer National 
Insurance Contributions holiday for newly recruited disabled 
employees, following the successful introduction of a NICs holiday 
for armed forces veterans, instituted in 2020. There is a need 
to incentivise recruitment of disabled people at all stages of their 
careers, and a need to ensure the viability of those firms that employ 
large proportions of disabled employees.

•   The UK Government should make improving disability employment a 
cross-cutting outcome in the Treasury’s outcome metrics, to increase 
institutional focus beyond simply DWP. As it stands, there is a DWP 
outcome to “improve opportunities for all through work, including 
groups that are currently underrepresented in the workforce”, which 
is measured by a metric on the “disability employment rate gap”, 
but this is not chosen as one of the Government’s cross-cutting, 
multi-department, outcome metrics. Contributing departments 
should include BEIS, the Department of Health and Social Care, the 
Department for Education, the Department for Levelling Up, Housing 
and Communities, and the Treasury. 

  This would help generate institutional focus on increasing disability 
employment beyond simply DWP. The introduction of the Work and 
Health Unit, and now the Employers, Health and Inclusive Employment 
policy group, has helped generate much more rigorous focus on this 
work, but silos still remain across Government as a whole.

•   DHSC should instruct NICE to review its clinical guidance for 
conditions associated with poor employment outcomes, to ensure 
proper co-ordination with employment support – for example on 

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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anxiety, depression, and the menopause. There is inconsistent 
focus in NICE guidance on employment support, and much of the 
guidance contains little in the way of relevant information, including 
the information needed to signpost patients to relevant services, for 
example Access to Work.

•   Acas should develop guidance materials on managing employees 
who are disabled and/or who have long-term health conditions, 
specifically aimed at small and micro businesses. Small and micro 
businesses are less likely to have internal HR support so targeted 
guidance would benefit employers and employees. This should cover 
best practice advice as well as legal obligations for employers, which 
would help the smallest employers to effectively manage and support 
disabled people and those with health conditions through all stages 
of employment and help to give them confidence to employ someone 
who is disabled.

•   DWP’s Employers, Health and Inclusive Employment team and the 
Government Equalities Office should scrutinise impact assessments’ 
analyses of the impact on disability employment of significant policy 
developments. A renewed focus on proper impact assessments 
would address the lack of awareness of disability employment, and 
the need to ensure it is properly taken into account.

•   The Disability Unit’s forthcoming UK-wide campaign should include  
a focus on improving the attitudes of colleagues to their disabled  
co-workers and increasing awareness of Access to Work, including 
for the self-employed. 

•   Possible changes to flexible working regulations should incorporate 
trial periods, specifically on the basis that the arrangement is 
temporary and not a permanent change. There should be a clear 
duration of the trial period, and when it will be reviewed, and how 
success (or failure) will be determined should be fully outlined. This 
will benefit disabled employees and those with long-term health 
conditions in roles in which remote working is not an option, and 
will avoid the creation of a two-tier workforce regarding access to 
flexible working arrangements. Employees who are disabled or who 
have long-term health conditions should not be resigned to jobs in 
which remote working is the only form of flexibility on offer. The future 
flexible working framework should focus on what is possible rather 
than what is not possible.

•   UK Government should introduce a Line Management Skills 
Bootcamp. Small and micro business owners are often successful 
at providing a friendly and supportive workplace, but improving line 
management in all sizes of employers is crucial to improving the 
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experience of work for disabled people. Using the Skills Bootcamps 
model to improve people management skills, both for managers 
of disabled and non-disabled staff, for example focusing on non-
traditional recruitment methods, could help micro businesses 
especially recruit and retain top talent. 

•   The UK Government should consider incentivising line management 
training through the tax system, allowing small businesses to deduct 
an extra 100 per cent of the costs of line management training, 
including staff time, to make a total 200 per cent deduction, or to 
claim a tax credit if the company is loss making, as high investment 
small firms often are. Good quality line management is essential to 
improve disability employment – as well as UK productivity as a whole 
– and this would help reduce the cost of training for those employers 
investing in their staff this way.

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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Young disabled people have some of the lowest levels of employment of 
anyone in the UK, at 37 per cent in 2019.25 They are disadvantaged in the 
labour market because of both their age and their disability.

FSB members were pleased to see the announcement of the Access to 
Work Adjustment Passport pilot announced in the ‘Health is everyone’s 
business’ consultation response.26 The passport pilot aims to raise 
awareness of Access to Work among young people, and support them 
in moving from education to employment by capturing adjustments 
already identified and speeding up the process of getting the necessary 
equipment. Every step to make new employment easier for disabled people 
and their employers should help encourage employment. We believe this 
is instrumental in helping young disabled people to move seamlessly from 
education to work, which in turn is crucially important because the longer 
people are out of work, the less likely they are to return.

“ We had a young deaf person undertake work experience with us. 
It was a great experience for all of us. A lot of our work is done as 
part of a group. We expressed our ideas through drawings and 
architectural visualisations. We were able to explore a different side  
of explaining our work. She helped us more than we helped her.”

Saira Hussain, Construction, Manchester 

Work programmes run by DWP and its partners are essential in supporting 
all people to enter work, but are particularly useful for young people and 
others without work experience. A work component is key to the most 
successful schemes, giving people experience for their CVs and their 
development, combined with high quality wrap-around support. 

Kickstart and other schemes like it are vital for getting young people into 
work. Kickstart should be re-instated or replaced with a similar programme, 
but with some amendments. One step to improve such a scheme for disabled 
people would be to allow disabled people over the age of 24 to access it. 
Disability employment is lower in every age group than the non-disabled 
youth unemployment rate, so it makes sense to expand the programme to 
disabled adults over the age of 24 – especially given there are many people 
who are relatively young but over the age of 24, who have been unable to 
gain employment and who would benefit from this type of support.

More broadly, those in receipt of contracted provision such as the Work and 
Health Programme should be able to access alternative programmes better 

25   House of Commons Library, Disabled people in employment, May 2021, available at: 
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7540/CBP-7540.pdf

26   Department for Work and Pensions and Department of Health and Social Care, Health 
is everyone’s business: proposals to reduce ill health-related job loss, October 2021, 
available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/health-is-everyones-
business-proposals-to-reduce-ill-health-related-job-loss

BOOSTING DISABILITY  
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suited to them if they exist. Data collected by DWP shows that 76 per cent 
of those who started the Work and Health Programme between November 
2017 and May 2021 are disabled.27 

Another group which may also require support transitioning into 
employment are military veterans. Previous FSB research that 12 per cent of 
smaller firms have employed an armed forces service leaver, which equates 
to almost 166,000 small firms across Great Britain.28 DWP is also running 
an armed forces service leavers pilot for those who were already disabled 
or who became disabled during their service. This should support them in 
transitioning into employment outside of the military.

Recommendations

•   DWP should roll out Access to Work passports immediately 
following the pilots to aid all young people and other groups such 
as ex-service personnel who are disabled or who have a health 
condition in transitioning from education to employment. After this 
has taken place, DWP should roll out AtW passports to the wider 
population. Progression in work will often involve leaving one job 
to work at another. Helping ensure that disabled people can do 
this without unnecessary friction, or disruption to the important first 
months of employment in a new workplace, is important for ensuring 
this happens successfully. Should the pilots prove unsuccessful, 
DWP should consult on an alternative to improve the employment 
prospects for disabled young people.

•   DfE should join up careers advice and guidance with disability 
support and guidance so that education leavers know how to access 
assistive technology and support to enable their transition into 
employment. 

•   DfE should reintroduce the principle of compulsory work experience 
to support young people to have an early, positive introduction to 
the workplace - giving especial emphasis to providing opportunities 
for disabled children. Work experience is incredibly important to 
give young people an early introduction to the workplace and to 
develop important soft skills. The end of compulsory work experience 
in England in 2012 for students at Key Stage 4 was arguably 
detrimental to the employability of young people and the education-
to-employment transition. It is likely that access to quality work 

27   Department for Work and Pensions, Official Statistics: Work and Health Programme 
statistics to August 2021, November 2021, available at: https://www.gov.uk/
government/statistics/work-and-health-programme-statistics-to-august-2021

28   FSB report, A Force for Business: Service leavers and small business, June 2019, 
available at: https://www.fsb.org.uk/resources-page/a-force-for-business-pdf.html

http://www.fsb.org.uk
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/work-and-health-programme-statistics-to-august-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/work-and-health-programme-statistics-to-august-2021
https://www.fsb.org.uk/resources-page/a-force-for-business-pdf.html
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experience is restricted for young disabled people, so a focus on 
promoting the programme and supporting them to access high quality 
work experience is essential. If the principle of compulsory work 
experience cannot be introduced, at the very least statutory guidance 
to schools and colleges should be revised to include a “right to be 
offered” a substantive work experience placement at Key Stage 4.
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The UK Government has two main existing schemes to support employers 
to improve work opportunities for disabled people and to support their 
employees with a disability or health condition – Access to Work and 
Disability Confident.

Access to Work

Access to Work (AtW) is a discretionary grant scheme that provides 
personalised support to disabled people who are in employment or self-
employment. In the 2019/20 financial year, usage of the scheme was the 
highest yet, supporting 43,400 people.29 

As our above evidence shows, 51 per cent of small business employers say 
that they either currently (38%) or have in the last three years (13%) employed 
someone they know to be disabled, or to have a physical or mental health 
condition. In addition, 10 per cent of all small employers have made their 
workplace more accessible for disabled employees or customers. It is 
important to note that AtW will not pay for reasonable adjustments, which are 
the changes employers must legally make to support disabled employees. 
Support under the scheme is for adjustments over and above those that 
would be ‘reasonable’ for small business employers to make at their own cost.

However, our evidence shows that only five per cent of all small firms 
say they have used AtW, rising to eight per cent for those who employ 
someone who is disabled. Awareness of AtW is considerably higher than 
usage, with half (49%) of those who currently employ or have in the last 
three years employed someone who is disabled or who has a health 
condition being aware of the scheme, along with 41 per cent of those 
who do not. Even among those who have heard of or used AtW, there is 
acknowledgement that awareness of the scheme is somewhat limited and 
so it likely is not reaching everyone who could benefit from it. Many had 
only heard of the scheme because of their links to other support.

“ The only reason I heard about it was because I did mental health first 
aid training, and my trainer stated it’s a useful resource. But it’s been 
very poorly advertised by government.”

FSB member, Social enterprise, Cumbria

29   Department for Work and Pensions and Disability Unit, UN Committee on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities 2016 inquiry – UK 2021 follow-up report, December 2021, 
available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/disabled-peoples-rights-
the-uks-2021-report-on-select-recommendations-from-the-uncrpd-periodic-review/
un-committee-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities-2016-inquiry-uk-2021-follow-up-
report
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Of those small businesses that are aware of AtW, 42 per cent believe the 
scheme is important. Access to Work has been overwhelmingly positively 
received by small businesses who used the service to support their 
employees.

“ We have used it before, and they were really good. They paid for a 
flashing fire alarm and typists among other things. We’ve had positive 
experiences with them.”

FSB member, Social enterprise, Wales

AtW is a vital tool in the Government’s arsenal to help close the disability 
employment gap, providing support for disabled employees and their 
employers. However, with low awareness and familiarity of the scheme, and 
misconceptions existing – for example, many do not know that businesses 
are exempt from employer contributions to AtW for new hires – there is a 
need for a general awareness and myth-busting campaign.

Beyond awareness, there are some simple improvements that could be 
made to AtW to improve the scheme for employers and employees. Firstly, 
23 per cent of all small business employers who are aware of the scheme 
say the process for applying for AtW should be shortened to enable support 
to be put in place more quickly. While it is good that individuals can apply for 
AtW with a job offer, up to 12 weeks before they start, the reality for many will 
be that they do not receive the equipment or support until after they have 
started in their role. The first few weeks in a new job are complicated enough 
without trying to manage without the necessary equipment you need, and 
this creates a period of low productivity for both parties. 
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Figure 8: Small business employers’ perceptions of Access to Work, among 
those who have heard of and know at least something about the scheme
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021
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Other 4%

None of the above 13%

Don’t know 22%
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Of those small employers that are aware of the scheme, 23 per cent 
believe equipment should sit with the employee and not the employer, thus 
removing the need for the employee to go through the same process with 
another employer. This is more administratively efficient, and would mean 
employees can start new roles with the equipment they need. 

Additionally, 15 per cent of small business employers that are aware of AtW 
believe the process for obtaining it is too complicated, and seven per cent 
say the scheme is inflexible. Our evidence highlights the need to modernise 
AtW, so it is faster and continues to innovate.  
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Disability Confident

Disability Confident is a voluntary government scheme designed to 
encourage employers to recruit and retain disabled people and those 
with health conditions. It has had a low rate of take-up, with only 20,000 
businesses having signed up as of December 2021.30 The vast majority of 
these signed up to Level 1, with only 393 at the highest ‘leader’ Level 3.

Only 23 per cent of small business employers have heard of Disability 
Confident. Awareness of the scheme is not any higher among employers of 
people who are disabled or who have a health condition.

In light of our research, a fundamental question needs to be asked of the 
role of Disability Confident in relation to small firms. Among small business 
employers who know at least something about the Disability Confident 
scheme, 34 per cent say they understand it. Twenty-eight per cent believe 
having the scheme or one similar is important, but 14 per cent say Disability 
Confident is not fit for purpose and 13 per cent think it needs improving. 
Concerningly, 42 per cent either didn’t know or didn’t select any of the 
options about the scheme. This data highlights the need for DWP to actively 
engage with small businesses to gain feedback on the scheme.

Disability Confident could be used to identify and support employers 
to assist disabled employees progressing in the workplace. In addition, 
recognition via the scheme should also support small businesses in their 
social value and procurement commitments. 

30   Department for Work and Pensions, Employers that have signed up to the Disability 
Confident scheme, January 2022, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/disability-confident-employers-that-have-signed-up

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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Figure 9: Small business employers’ perceptions of Disability Confident, 
among those who have heard of and know at least something about the 
scheme

Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021
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However, there are some small businesses benefiting from the Disability 
Confident scheme. Level 1 of the scheme is relatively easy to sign up to, 
and can provide some useful information to employers. 

“ I’ve found it a very beneficial approach, to help us break down the 
barriers to employment. I find it very beneficial, and it gave us a 
framework to work from to ensure that we were providing the right 
opportunities for people to apply for our positions and enabling them 
to attend interviews. It gave us some tick boxes just to follow and 
make sure that we were providing the right procedures and policies.”

FSB member, Childcare, Scotland
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FSB is pleased that a review into Disability Confident is ongoing. The scheme 
is too focused on procedures rather than outcomes – a business is able 
to be a level 3 ‘Disability Confident Leader’ without ever having employed 
someone who is disabled. This disadvantages smaller businesses, many of 
whom may already be outperforming larger ones in real terms. Therefore, 
a ‘small business outstanding performer’ pathway should be established 
to enable small businesses with a proven track record in the recruitment, 
progression, and retention of disabled employees to claim recognition.

For larger companies which have signed up to the Disability Confident 
scheme and which have robust mental health procedures in place, 
Government should consider how they can be encouraged to assist 
smaller firms in their supply chains. This could provide millions of small firm 
employees with access to specialist support. HMRC should be tasked with 
creating a permissive environment to support this.

Welsh Government action plan

The Welsh Government has committed itself to improving employment 
opportunities for disabled people and making businesses as inclusive as 
possible, creating the conditions where all individuals can thrive.

The Welsh Government has placed emphasis on the need to enable 
employers to attract, recruit, develop and retain disabled employees, 
through the ‘Action on Disability: The Right to Independent Living’ 
framework and action plan. A package of support has been developed to 
help achieve these aims, including through the appointment of Disabled 
People’s Employment Champions, who are tasked with working with 
employers to change attitudes about the employment of disabled people. 
This activity aspires to increase employers’ awareness of the talent 
and skills provided by disabled people, and to help employers adapt 
recruitment models for their workforce.

Healthy Working Wales31 is a free Welsh Government service which 
supports and encourages employers to improve the health and 
wellbeing of their staff, and to engage and communicate with employees 
more effectively, and which helps to achieve a range of business and 
organisational outcomes. Bolstering organisational performance and 
productivity and reducing sickness absence costs are core objectives of the 
service, which offers one-to-one support, training events and workshops, 
and online and telephone information and guidance.

31   Public Health Wales, Healthy Working Wales, accessed February 2022, available at: 
https://phw.nhs.wales/services-and-teams/healthy-working-wales/

https://phw.nhs.wales/services-and-teams/healthy-working-wales/
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Recommendations

•   DWP should move cost sharing in Access to Work to six weeks 
after disclosure, rather than six weeks after employment. Employers 
may have to share the cost with Access to Work if the person has 
been working for them for more than six weeks when they apply 
for Access to Work.32 However, many disabled employees can be 
initially reluctant to disclose that they are disabled until they are more 
comfortable in their working environment. Changing cost sharing to 
six weeks from the point of disclosure will help smooth the process 
of an employee already in work disclosing, including if that disclosure 
takes place in the context of performance management or disciplinary 
processes. 

•   DWP should amend the Access to Work scheme so the default is 
that the equipment sits with the employee, rather than the employer, 
meaning that the employee can easily take it between roles. Moving 
equipment to sit with the employee would remove the need for the 
employee to go through the process with a new employer. It is both 
more administratively efficient and would also mean employees can 
start new roles with the equipment they need.

•   DWP should introduce a ‘small business outstanding performer’ tier 
to Disability Confident for those small businesses producing good 
outcomes. Currently, the scheme disadvantages small businesses 
by being too focused on procedures and not outcomes, which 
disadvantages smaller businesses who may already be outperforming 
larger ones in terms of employing disabled people. This should 
be accompanied by a new tier 4 for those large businesses which 
are helping support disabled people in their wider supply chains. 
Support for supply chains was part of the enhanced standards for 
organisations employing more than 500 people in the Stevenson 
Farmer Review.33

•   The Disability Unit’s forthcoming UK-wide campaign should include 
a focus on improving the attitudes of colleagues to their disabled co-
workers and increasing awareness of Access to Work, including for 
the self-employed.

32    DWP, Access to Work factsheet for employers (Updated 31 January 2022), https://
www.gov.uk/government/publications/access-to-work-guide-for-employers/access-to-
work-factsheet-for-employers

33   Thriving at Work: a review of mental health and employers, An independent review 
by Lord Dennis Stevenson and Paul Farmer, October 2017, https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/thriving-at-work-a-review-of-mental-health-and-employers 

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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MANAGING SICKNESS ABSENCE

Managing sickness absence is particularly challenging for small businesses. 
The costs associated with an unexpected extended period of leave can be 
unaffordable for a small firm, especially for those with small profit margins.

In the last three years, 39 per cent of all small businesses say they have 
experienced staff sickness absences of more than four consecutive days, 
therefore being eligible for Statutory Sick Pay (SSP). This rises to 49 per 
cent of those who have employed someone who is disabled or who has a 
health condition in the last three years. The figure is also higher for those 
employing people aged over 50 (42%) and over 65 (47%).

Dealing with short-term absences can be difficult for micro employers to 
manage. FSB research from 2018 found that 27 per cent of small business 
employers experienced persistent intermittent short-term illnesses. Our 
most recent research found this fell to 19 per cent for all small firms, but is 
markedly higher for employers of 16-24 year olds (29%). The decrease may 
be linked to the increase in home working during the pandemic.34

Sixteen per cent of small business employers say their business struggles 
with affording SSP. Despite these challenges, many small firms offer a 
supportive working environment for employees who have experienced 
long-term sickness absence. The agility and close culture often found 
in small businesses enables small firms to retain employees who may 
otherwise struggle to remain in employment. Small businesses can operate 
this way because of the personal relationships and bonds of trust fostered 
within their small team environments. 

“ We had one member of staff off for a really long time, over six months, 
so she’d gone past the point where we were paying her SSP. She 
needed that time off to get better and she received counselling, which 
we offer to staff. We implemented a phased return to work  
over three months and she’s thriving again now. She’s a great 
member of staff.”

FSB member, Social enterprise, Wales

“ Our policy is full pay for four weeks and then SSP, but we have one 
member of staff who’s been with the company for over 10 years, and 
he’s been off sick for three months and we’ve paid him full pay.”

FSB member, Construction, South West

Many small firms have implemented good practices, for example focusing 
on prevention by prioritising the importance of health and wellbeing in the 

34   Office for National Statistics, Sickness absence in the UK labour market: 2020, March 
2021, available at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
labourproductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabourmarket/2020

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabourmarket/2020
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabourmarket/2020
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workplace. Some firms also reported appointing mental health champions 
and sending staff on Mental Health First Aid courses.

“ We put a lot of money from reserves into staff wellbeing, and I 
think that preventative approach is important. I really do believe 
wholeheartedly that it is worth that upfront investment.”

FSB member, Social enterprise, Wales

For many small businesses, COVID-19 changed how their business operated 
and how they interacted with employees. While this did not necessarily have 
an impact on the provision of mental and physical health support, especially 
for those already providing support, it did change the delivery.

“ I don’t know if it’s really changed our approach to staff wellbeing for 
us as it’s something we’ve been focused on anyway. I suppose we 
have put more in place. At times everyone will have some sort of blip 
or some health problems. But everyone seemed to experience it at 
once. We were all really struggling all in one go. So we started to think 
about team rather than individual wellbeing.”

FSB member, Social enterprise, Wales

The cost of sickness

The impact of sickness absence-related costs is huge on small businesses, 
especially when someone is absent for an extended period. The maximum 
time to receive SSP is 28 weeks, and for those small businesses that have 
experienced someone off for that full time, the impact is huge.

The cost of sickness absence encompasses more than just SSP; there is 
also the cost of other non-recoverable staff pay, the cost of any temporary 
cover, overtime pay for others, and possible lost orders. The average 
cost of sickness absence for small business employers in the previous 12 
months was £3,558, meaning the total cost of sickness absence to all small 
employers totals nearly £5 billion.35

35   Weighted average calculated from FSB survey data. Total cost to small business 
calculated from weighted average and BEIS business population estimates for 
employers with 1-49 employees. Business population estimates available at https://
www.gov.uk/government/statistics/business-population-estimates-2021/business-
population-estimates-for-the-uk-and-regions-2021-statistical-release-html

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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Figure 10: Cost of sickness absences to small business employers in the 
last 12 months
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021

Cost of sickness All small 
businesses <10 employees 10+ employees

No cost 26% 31% 7%

Less than £1,000 25% 28% 16%

£1,000-£5,000 20% 19% 24%

£5,000-£10,000 9% 8% 16%

Over £10,000 9% 4% 26%

Thirty-eight per cent of all small business employers say sickness absence 
has cost them more than £1,000 in the last 12 months. This is an increase 
of four percentage points from three years ago,36 even with the Covid SSP 
rebate being in place for 11 of the last 12 months prior to the 2021 survey. 
For those that have experienced sick leave for a period longer than four 
consecutive days this increases to 62 per cent, showing the huge financial 
impact of longer-term sickness absence on small businesses.

“ Sick pay for six months is a lot. And then on top of that you have to 
pay to cover the position for someone else, and all the work that’s 
involved in trying to get somebody back to the workplace. It’s a big 
cost to a small business – it takes a lot of time and money out of a 
business which could be put to better use.” 

FSB member, Cleaning company, Gloucestershire

“ From the fiscal side of things, we have to pay somebody overtime, 
and pay somebody sick pay at the same time, which for small 
operations is unaffordable.”

FSB member, Accommodation and food services, Scotland

36   FSB report, Small Business, Big Heart: Bringing communities together, February 
2019, available at: https://www.fsb.org.uk/resource-report/small-business-big-heart-
communities-report.html

https://www.fsb.org.uk/resource-report/small-business-big-heart-communities-report.html
https://www.fsb.org.uk/resource-report/small-business-big-heart-communities-report.html
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There are additional, often hidden, costs to consider when someone is off 
long-term in a micro business, including the cost of replacement cover, any 
additional workload placed on existing staff and/or the business owner, and 
lost productivity.  

“ The thing about when somebody goes off is that their shifts need to 
be covered, so in a small business that puts quite a lot of emotional 
and [workload] stress on the rest of the team… if suddenly they’re 
doing an extra four or five hours a week to cover. This can have an 
impact on them and their lives, and if we’re not careful, they can go 
off sick too.” 

FSB member, Accommodation and food services, Scotland

“ We put extra pressure on existing staff where we can, or we  
have to go to the funder and say we weren’t able to achieve the 
project aims.”

FSB member, Charity, Cumbria

These costs impact not only the business itself, but the costs of their goods 
and services, with some small business employers reporting raising prices 
to cover the potential cost of sick pay.

“ I’ve started adding a little bit to every contract so that if  
someone does go off sick, I’ve got some revenue built up to help  
me pay for sick pay.”

FSB member, Cleaning company, Gloucestershire

Statutory Sick Pay

All employees, with certain exceptions, are entitled to SSP from their 
employers when they are off work for a period of at least four days, for up 
to 28 weeks. The 2021/22 SSP rate is £96.35 per week.37

Until 2014, small employers could recover SSP costs that exceeded 13 
per cent of their monthly National Insurance Contribution liability through 
the Percentage Threshold Scheme (PTS). In practice, this supported the 
smallest employers experiencing long-term and/or multiple absences. 
Since the abolition of the PTS, the full cost of SSP falls on employers – up 
to £2,697.8038 should an employee be off for the full 28 weeks. For some 

37   Gov.uk, Statutory Sick Pay (SSP): Employer guide, accessed January 2022, available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/employers-sick-pay

38   HM Revenue & Customs, Rates and thresholds for employers 2021 to 2022, February 
2021, available at: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/rates-and-thresholds-for-employers-
2021-to-2022

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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firms, this cost alone could be devastating. The figure can often exceed this 
amount due to additional costs.

During COVID-19, the UK Government introduced a blanket SSP rebate 
for all firms with fewer than 250 employees for any COVID-19 absence 
between four days and two weeks.39 Additionally, the three ‘waiting days’ 
usually applied to SSP were waived, meaning employees were entitled 
to SSP from the first day of absence due to COVID-19. This applied from 
March 2020 for those with COVID-19 themselves, and from May 2020 for 
employees who had been officially notified they had come into contact 
with someone with the virus. The rebate initially ended in September 2021, 
though the requirement to pay SSP from day one of someone being absent 
with COVID-19 remained. However, the emergence of the Omicron variant 
led the Government to re-introduce the rebate from mid-January 2022, 
backdated to December 2021, as called for by FSB.

The introduction of the Covid SSP rebate and its re-introduction in 
December 2021 highlights the value and importance of the scheme to small 
firms. Only six per cent of small employers say it is right that employers 
pay the cost of SSP. Our research found that over three-quarters of small 
employers believe either that the Government should cover the cost of SSP 
(non-Covid), or that it should implement a rebate of some form:

•   54 per cent of small business employers say the Government should 
introduce a full SSP rebate for small businesses, or the cost of SSP 
should be covered by the Government.

•   22 per cent of small business employers say the Government should 
implement a rebate linked to good practice around supporting people 
back to work. 

•   18 per cent believe the Government should introduce a rebate only for 
long-term sickness. 

39   HM Revenue & Customs, Check if you can claim back Statutory Sick Pay paid to 
employees due to coronavirus (COVID-19), January 2022, available at: https://www.
gov.uk/guidance/claim-back-statutory-sick-pay-paid-to-employees-due-to-coronavirus-
covid-19

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-back-statutory-sick-pay-paid-to-employees-due-to-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-back-statutory-sick-pay-paid-to-employees-due-to-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-back-statutory-sick-pay-paid-to-employees-due-to-coronavirus-covid-19
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Figure 11: Small business employers’ opinions of Statutory Sick Pay
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021
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Small business employers support further reforms to SSP beyond the 
rebate, with 30 per cent stating it should be linked to how much an 
employee earns, rather than a flat rate. Twenty-nine per cent state it 
should be applicable to all employees, not just those earning above the 
Lower Earnings Limit (LEL).40 However, as FSB has long argued, the above 
reforms need to be introduced alongside an SSP rebate for small firms. 

40   The Lower Earnings Limit is set each tax year by the Government. In the 2021/22 
tax year, the LEL is set at £120 a week. This is the amount of earnings that allow an 
employee to qualify for certain employer benefits.
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This argument is further evidenced through our research, which found that 
the vast majority of small business employers who support the move to 
extend SSP to those earning below the LEL and who want it to be linked 
to earnings also say the Government should cover SSP costs or introduce 
a rebate (90% and 89% respectively). This was echoed by small business 
employers in interviews and focus groups, with concerns about the impact 
on them of these additional costs.

“ Well, that [LEL extension] depends on whether the Government is 
going to pay it, or small businesses are going to pay it. It wouldn’t be 
good for me at all.”

FSB member, Cleaning company, Gloucestershire

The possible extension of SSP to those earning below the LEL would 
have an impact on a significant number of small businesses. Previous 
FSB research on the National Living Wage (NLW) found that 24 per cent 
of small business employers employ at least one person earning below 
the LEL. Unsurprisingly, this would have more of an impact on labour-
intensive industries, with 52 per cent of small business employers in the 
accommodation and food services sector and 35 per cent of those in retail 
employing at least one person earning under the LEL. This would also 
have a potential impact on disability employment, as 33 per cent of those 
employing someone who is disabled according to the definition in the 
Equality Act 2010 have employees earning below the LEL.

FSB supports the Government’s pre-pandemic plans to reform SSP to 
promote and adopt good practice in order to aid the return of employees 
back to the workplace, and to extend eligibility for SSP to those earning 
below the LEL. However, this change would increase the cost of employment 
for small businesses, many of which have been supported by the SSP Covid 
rebate during the pandemic. FSB recommends that the Government provide 
a full rebate to small firms. This could be modelled in the same way as the 
Statutory Maternity Pay Small Employers’ Relief to support SMEs to deal with 
the costs associated with long-term sickness absence.

An SSP rebate would have huge impacts for small businesses, enabling 
them to claim back at least some of the costs associated with long-term 
sick leave. The additional costs, in the form of paying for cover, business 
owner and manager time, and any lost business, would remain, but the 
ability to reclaim at least some would be hugely beneficial.

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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“ It would make a massive difference because most of my stress is from 
people off sick. It’s ongoing stress too, with trying to get someone 
back to work.”

FSB member, Cleaning company, Gloucestershire

Additionally, a rebate would remove a certain amount of risk associated 
with taking on new staff. The cost of employment has risen in recent years, 
and has again in April 2022 with an increase to both the minimum wage 
and to National Insurance contributions.

“ Employing people is becoming prohibitively expensive in an industry 
that can’t really function without people.”

FSB member, Hospitality, Scotland

“ If small businesses could be recompensed for sick pay, it would 
be beneficial for them because it would make them function more 
efficiently… It might make you more willing to consider someone with 
a history of time off sick when you’re employing people.”

FSB member, Education, East Midlands

Long Covid

Since the earliest months of the COVID-19 pandemic, it has become 
apparent that a significant minority of people who catch the virus will 
experience long-term effects from the infection, with potentially debilitating 
consequences for their overall health – the condition known as ‘long Covid’. 
It is not clear the extent to which long Covid is currently prevalent or will 
continue to be, but the Office for National Statistics estimates that between 
three and 12 per cent of people with COVID-19 continue to have symptoms 
12 weeks after the initial infection.41 Even at the lower end of this estimate, 
this has a potentially serious impact on the workforce.

Furthermore, the prevalence of long Covid amongst the population may 
have led to an increase in the number of people reporting that they are 
disabled, as recent Government data have found that “the number of 
disabled people in employment is now above pre-pandemic levels. There 
are 390,000 more disabled people in employment in Q2 2021 than there 
were in Q2 2019.”42

41   Office for National Statistics, How common is long COVID? That depends on how you 
measure it, September 2021, available at: https://blog.ons.gov.uk/2021/09/16/how-
common-is-long-covid-that-depends-on-how-you-measure-it/

42   Department for Work and Pensions, The employment of disabled people 2021, 
available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/the-employment-of-disabled-
people-2021/the-employment-of-disabled-people-2021

https://blog.ons.gov.uk/2021/09/16/how-common-is-long-covid-that-depends-on-how-you-measure-it/
https://blog.ons.gov.uk/2021/09/16/how-common-is-long-covid-that-depends-on-how-you-measure-it/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/the-employment-of-disabled-people-2021/the-employment-of-disabled-people-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/the-employment-of-disabled-people-2021/the-employment-of-disabled-people-2021
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The guidance for employers on long Covid is sparse due to the many 
unknowns associated with the condition. The Health and Safety Executive’s 
evidence report on returning to work after long Covid found that in the 
majority of cases, existing processes for reasonable adjustments or 
returning to work following a period of sickness absence will be adequate 
enough.43 It is essential that, as employment law and guidance adapts to 
more available information about long Covid, guidance and support for 
small employers is kept up-to-date and well-publicised.

Long Covid is affecting business owners and the self-employed as well as 
employees. For self-employed people experiencing long Covid, this has a 
huge impact on their finances as well as their wellbeing.

“ I was fatigued from the virus and felt like my life was draining away, 
and I remained like that for weeks and weeks and weeks. I’d recently 
changed my status to sole trader with HMRC, but because I’d only 
been trading under this status for 18 months, I couldn’t show them 
complete accounts for the Self-Employment Income Support Scheme. 
The stress and anxiety caused by this is as bad as long Covid itself.”

FSB member, Other industry, West Midlands 

Recommendations

•   The UK Government should introduce a permanent Statutory Sick 
Pay rebate for SMEs. FSB recommends Government provides a full 
rebate to small firms. This could be modelled in the same way as the 
SMP Small Employers Relief (excluding higher earners) to support 
SMEs deal with the costs associated with long-term sickness absence. 
A rebate must accompany any changes to the SSP system that will 
increase the cost – for example expanding eligibility to those earning 
below the LEL – in order not to disadvantage those firms who are 
disproportionally employing disabled people.

•   The UK Government should prompt positive sickness absence 
management among employers, for instance through the SSP 
rebate. Government should seek to prompt good practice. This could 
include, for example, prompting employers to consider a phased 
return to work as part of a statutory sick pay rebate. Prompting good 
practice is likely to reduce the number of ill health-related absences, 
given the overall willingness of small employers to act positively on 
disability employment. 

43   Society of Occupational Medicine. Return to work after long COVID - an evidence 
review. Available at: https://www.som.org.uk/return-work-after-long-covid-evidence-
review

http://www.fsb.org.uk
https://www.som.org.uk/return-work-after-long-covid-evidence-review
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•   DWP should prompt GPs (or other health professionals) writing 
fit notes to include a recommendation to use Access to Work. 
Prompting GPs to consider highlighting Access to Work will help 
increase awareness of the scheme at one of the most crucial points in 
time for an individual employee’s retention. 

•   DWP should amend the fit note process to permit a wider range 
of medical professionals to write and certify fit notes, as indicated 
in the Government’s response to the Health is everyone’s business 
consultation,44 to allow for more detailed specialist information and 
to free up GP time. Employers may struggle to interpret fit notes, 
therefore it may be advisable to provide information on fit notes such 
as which work tasks an employee is fit, and not fit, to undertake.

•   DHSC should introduce stricter waiting time targets and service 
standards in the NHS for musculoskeletal (MSK) problems, and 
mental health treatments. MSK and mental health conditions are the 
two most common sources of ill health in the workplace, potentially 
leading to exit from the labour market. Reducing these should help 
maintain employment and health outcomes and should be prioritised. 
Government should increase the focus on employment and working 
age health in the NHS targets and performance metrics.

•   DHSC should increase the number of outpatient appointments 
booked through the NHS e-Referral Service (previously Choose and 
Book). Healthcare which is delivered around the person and their 
working life is more successful. The NHS should embrace digital 
adoption which worked successfully during the pandemic to resolve 
difficulties in booking non-urgent healthcare. 

44   DWP and DHSC, Government response: Health is everyone’s business, October 2021, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/health-is-everyones-business-proposals-
to-reduce-ill-health-related-job-loss

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/health-is-everyones-business-proposals-to-reduce-ill-health-related-job-loss
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/health-is-everyones-business-proposals-to-reduce-ill-health-related-job-loss
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OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH

Occupational health (OH) is the branch of medicine dealing with the 
prevention and treatment of job-related injuries and illnesses. Improving 
access to high-quality occupational health may improve the health 
outcomes of the self-employed and employees. 

Previously, take-up of OH among small businesses has been very low. Our 
previous research undertaken in 2018 found that only 10 per cent of small 
employers provided OH services to their staff.45 Our most recent research 
shows this figure rose to 28 per cent. In both instances we defined OH as 
‘health services that can help employers promote health and wellbeing 
and also support employees to manage a disability or health condition at 
work’. This increase can perhaps be explained by the focus on health and 
wellbeing brought on by the COVID-19 pandemic. The sudden move to 
home working for many, and dramatic changes to the format of their work 
for others, led more businesses than ever to put in place resources and 
processes to support their employees’ health and wellbeing.

“ Occupational health is our go-to thing as it’s a bit more formal and we 
find that that helps.”

FSB member, Charity, Cumbria

“ We have used OH for several members of staff with health conditions. 
It is beneficial to have them on hand to get that knowledge base and 
to be able to assess the support needed for individuals.”

FSB member, Childcare, Scotland

Of those small firms that do not offer OH to their staff, the main reasons for 
not doing so include not seeing an existing issue with staff health so as to 
need OH services (44%), but this may be down to a lack of awareness, with 
25 per cent stating they do not know enough about OH services.

In terms of sector, small firms in manufacturing (31%) and the wholesale and 
retail sector (37%) are particularly likely to say they do not know enough 
about OH services. Thirty per cent of small professional and scientific 
activities businesses say that they do not think OH services are relevant 
to their business, compared to 18 per cent for all small firms, and 17 per 
cent of manufacturing businesses say they do not think the benefits of OH 
outweigh the costs compared to nine per cent of all small firms.

45   FSB report, Small Business, Big Heart: Bringing Communities Together, February 
2019, available at: https://www.fsb.org.uk/resource-report/small-business-big-heart-
communities-report.html

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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Figure 12: Reasons why small business employers do not provide 
occupational health services
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021

I don’t have an existing issue with staff health to need OH services 44%

I don’t know enough about OH services 25%

I don’t think OH services are relevant for my business 18%

Nobody has offered me OH services 16%

OH services are too expensive 15%

I don’t know what the best services are 12%

I don’t think that the benefits of using OH services outweigh  
the costs 9%

I don’t see the benefit of OH 6%

I haven’t been able to find the right OH service 1%

Other 5%

Don’t know 4%
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A combination of not seeing a current need for OH and it being deemed 
too expensive (15%) are often highlighted by small businesses as the reason 
why they do not use OH, even where they see the benefits overall.
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“ The problem for small businesses with OH, and with HR, is we can’t 
afford to employ someone full time… We have a contract on various 
things, but we haven’t got anybody for OH at the moment. It is 
something that crosses my mind from time to time because there may 
be cases where that would be useful. But at the moment we’d deal 
with it on a case-by-case basis. We haven’t needed it at the moment 
but we would look into paying a consultant if someone needed OH.”

FSB member, Education, East Midlands

The pandemic has placed considerable financial pressures on small 
firms. In April 2022, these pressures will increase considerably with an 
increase in National Insurance contributions, in addition to a number 
of other changes which raise the cost of employment. It is important to 
recognise that, despite the growth in the number of small firms stating 
they offer OH, of those small firms that do not, 15 per cent say it is 
because it is too expensive. The above chapter illustrates the cost impact 
of sickness absence on small firms. OH can help alleviate the extent of 
sickness absence within small firms but policymakers should recognise the 
implementation of solutions also means an increase in costs for small firms.

Asked about what would encourage them to provide OH services to staff, 
44 per cent said some form of Government financial support, with 30 per 
cent wanting a Government subsidy and 31 per cent wanting a tax break 
or tax exemption. Separately, 17 per cent said other support with the 
costs associated with OH would encourage them to offer it. In July 2021, 
the Government responded to the 2019 Health is everyone’s business 
consultation, in which it stated: “Small employers are five times less likely 
to invest in OH services than large employers. Government will seek to 
address this by testing and evaluating the impact of a subsidy for SMEs and 
the self-employed, designed to reduce the cost of accessing suitable OH.”46 
It is our view that progress on this has been far too slow, especially in light 
of the increasing number of people suffering from long Covid. 

Thirty-five per cent could be encouraged to offer OH with more information. 
One key issue for small businesses looking for OH services is that many 
providers are focused on bigger businesses. Our research found that 31 per 
cent would be encouraged by an OH service aimed at small businesses. A 
quarter (24%) said nothing would encourage them to take up OH services. 

Occupational health provision is disproportionately concentrated among 
a few large employers, leaving the vast majority of small businesses 

46   Department for Work and Pensions and Department of Health and Social Care, Health 
is everyone’s business, Updated October 2021, available at: https://www.gov.uk/
government/consultations/health-is-everyones-business-proposals-to-reduce-ill-health-
related-job-loss

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/health-is-everyones-business-proposals-to-reduce-ill-health-related-job-loss
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/health-is-everyones-business-proposals-to-reduce-ill-health-related-job-loss
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/health-is-everyones-business-proposals-to-reduce-ill-health-related-job-loss
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unsupported. An increase of the OH workforce through the development 
and promotion of proper career pathways could benefit small firms and 
their take-up of OH in the longer term. 

Figure 13: Measures that would encourage small business employers to 
provide occupational health services
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021

A tax break or tax exemptions to support with the costs 
associated with OH 31%

An OH service aimed at small businesses 31%

A government subsidy to support with the costs associated  
with OH 30%

More information about what the best services for my business 
would be 20%

More information in general about OH 20%

Other support with the costs associated with OH 17%

More information about the benefits of OH services 16%

Help with navigating the OH market 9%

Other 3%

Nothing – I am not interested in providing OH services 24%

Don’t know 8%
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In the response to the “Health is everyone’s business” consultation, the 
Government committed to testing a subsidy for small businesses and the 
self-employed with the aim of gathering evidence on whether targeted 
financial incentives improve access to OH and employment outcomes. FSB 
welcomes this, as we have long called for small businesses and the self-
employed to be supported to gain access to OH.

When delivered well, OH can be hugely beneficial to employers and 
employees alike. However, the quality of service and delivery varies 
drastically between providers. Therefore, alongside improvements to 
encourage small businesses to make use of OH, measures must also 
be taken to improve the quality of OH provision. The Government has 
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committed to looking into ways of improving the quality of OH options 
available to small businesses, including through a review of Safe Effective 
Quality Occupational Health Service (SEQOHS) accreditation being 
undertaken by the Faculty of Occupational Medicine. Setting a standard for 
OH provision, using SEQOHS or another accreditation, would be hugely 
beneficial for small businesses in understanding the quality of different OH 
providers. This would also provide a path to raising complaints should sub-
standard OH service be received.

As discussed in the previous chapter, sickness absences can have a 
significant impact on small firms. Sickness absences can affect workforce 
planning, especially for micro businesses which often lack HR support. 
Supporting staff with chronic health conditions, for example, can be 
particularly difficult, further highlighting the need for effective OH support. 

In light of the significant NHS backlog following the COVID-19 pandemic, 
it is even more imperative that small businesses receive direct support in 
their ability to offer OH to staff. Social prescribing – sometimes referred 
to as community referral – could also benefit employees with long-term 
health conditions. Social prescribing is focused on community voluntary 
opportunities, and should be complemented by a consideration of how 
similar results could be achieved through opportunities for paid employment.

Recommendations

•   DWP should publish the findings from its testing and evaluation 
of the OH subsidy for SMEs and the self-employed within the 
next six months, and implement a subsidy within 24 months. The 
Government has committed to testing and evaluating an occupational 
health subsidy for the self-employed and small businesses, following 
the work of the Occupational Health Expert Working Group. The 
Government accepts and advocates the need for greater access to 
occupational health among these groups, so should implement these 
commitments without delay.

•   HMRC should eliminate the perceived tax risks of enabling small 
suppliers to access employee assistance programmes. Large 
businesses with complex supply chains are often well-placed to help 
their smaller suppliers access employee assistance and other health 
programmes – not least when they already supply these for their own 
workers. There is no lack of willing among many firms, but there is a 
concern that by doing so they could be creating a tax risk or a legal 
employment relationship. This concern is likely to be unfounded, but 
to ensure this does not prevent positive supply chain efforts, HMRC 
should make clear that this activity will not create a tax risk. 

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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•   Innovate UK should support occupational health disruptors who 
could specialise in the small business market. Large organisations 
with a higher number of employees are often the focus for OH 
businesses, even though some smaller OH providers specialise 
in working with small businesses. There is a gap in the market for 
a specific service aimed at small businesses that might need less 
frequent support, and the Government should consider supporting 
disrupters in this market through Innovate UK. 
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Workers over 50, ill health, and disability are not synonymous. However, health 
is known to be a significant reason as to why workers aged 50-64 leave the 
labour market early, as the prevalence of long-term health conditions and 
disability increases with age. The TUC reports that one in eight workers will 
leave the workforce before retirement age due to ill health or disability.47 The 
UK workforce is ageing, with the employment rate of those over 50 increasing 
between the mid-1990s and the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
employment gap between those aged 35-49 and 50-64 has simultaneously 
been narrowing. However, the number of over-50s in employment declined 
slightly during the pandemic.48 It is difficult to know whether this is a temporary 
change due to the impact of COVID-19, or a longer trend.

Our research highlights the prevalence of workers over 50 working in small 
firms. Seventy-nine per cent of small business employers say they employ 
at least one person over 50, and 28 per cent employ at least one person 
over 65. These numbers are very similar to our previous research in 2018/19, 
which found that 78 per cent of small businesses employed at least one 
worker over the age of 50 and 30 per cent employed at least one over 65.49

In 2021, nearly 800,000 people aged 50-64 were seeking work,50 
highlighting the pool of workers, many of them very experienced, available 
to small businesses. As businesses from all sectors are experiencing labour 
shortages, this group could help plug the gap.

47   Trades Union Congress, Extending working lives: How to support older workers, 
March 2021, available at: https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-03/Older%20
workers%20report%20final.pdf

48   Department for Work and Pensions, Official Statistics: Economic labour market status of 
individuals aged 50 and over, trends over time: September 2021, available at: https://
www.gov.uk/government/statistics/economic-labour-market-status-of-individuals-aged-
50-and-over-trends-over-time-september-2021

49   FSB report, Small Business, Big Heart: Bringing Communities Together, February 
2019, available at: https://www.fsb.org.uk/resource-report/small-business-big-heart-
communities-report.html

50   Department for Work and Pensions, Official Statistics: Economic labour market status of 
individuals aged 50 and over, trends over time: September 2021, available at: https://
www.gov.uk/government/statistics/economic-labour-market-status-of-individuals-aged-
50-and-over-trends-over-time-september-2021

50-PLUS WORKERS
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Flexible working for 50-plus workers

Flexible working is key for 50-plus workers in the workplace. Research has 
found that flexible working is one of the key factors in enabling people to 
work longer, and that 29 per cent of over-50s are either currently working 
flexibly or would like to do so due to health reasons.51

Flexible working is offered by 91 per cent of small employers, with those 
who employ over-50s (92%) offering flexible working at a marginally higher 
level, and those who employ over-65s (95%) being more likely to do so. 
Those employing over-50s are slightly more likely to offer hybrid working 
(49%) or working from home (56%), as well as the option to reduce hours 
(64%). Those employing workers over 65 are more likely still to offer these 
forms of flexible working (see Figure 14).

Figure 14: Provision of flexible working by small business employers who 
employ older workers
Source: FSB disability, health and wellbeing survey, 2021

All
Employ 

someone  
over 50

Employ 
someone  
over 65

Flexitime or staggered hours 67% 66% 70%

The chance to reduce their  
working hours 62% 64% 68%

Paid leave to care for 
dependants in an emergency 56% 56% 57%

Working at or from home in 
normal working hours 55% 56% 61%

Hybrid working 48% 49% 56%

Compressed hours 27% 27% 22%

Job sharing 25% 25% 27%

Annualised hours 25% 25% 21%

51   Centre for Ageing Better, Inclusivity through flexibility: How flexible working can support 
a thriving age-inclusive workplace, September 2020, available at: https://ageing-better.
org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-08/Timewise-age-inclusive-workplace.pdf

https://ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-08/Timewise-age-inclusive-workplace.pdf
https://ageing-better.org.uk/sites/default/files/2021-08/Timewise-age-inclusive-workplace.pdf
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Managing sickness absence 

Small businesses which employ older workers, in particular those over 65, 
are more likely to have experienced sick leave for periods longer than four 
consecutive days (47%), in comparison to 39 per cent of all small business 
employers, indicating that ill health in older workers has an impact on small 
businesses. 

Likely because of increased rates of ill health, employers of workers aged 
over 65 are more likely to have made adjustments to hours or shift patterns 
(39%), or provided additional or specialised equipment for an employee who 
is disabled or who has a health condition (15%). Employers of over-50s are 
slightly more likely to offer occupational health services (31%) than average.

Mid-life MOT

The Government launched the ‘mid-life MOT’, following a recommendation 
made in the Cridland Review and pilots in 2018. The mid-life MOT provides 
free support to encourage people in their 40s to 60s to prepare for later life 
by planning in the areas of work, wellbeing, and money.52 The mid-life MOT 
has the potential to benefit the self-employed, in particular with preparing 
financially for the long term and for retirement. It also has the potential to 
support businesses and their older employees.

In 2021, the Department for Work and Pensions held short mid-life MOT 
Digital Discovery Trials in 10 Local Enterprise Partnerships to test a place-
based approach to delivering the mid-life MOT. The aim was to improve 
signposting and access to the mid-life MOT, and to build the capability of 
small and medium-sized firms who find it harder to help their staff access it.53

Menopause in the workplace

Women over 50 are the fastest growing section of the labour market, 
increasing from 24 per cent in 1993 to 39 per cent in 2019. Specifically 
looking at women aged 50-54, when the majority of people will experience 
the menopause, employment has risen from 66.3 per cent in 1993 to 80.1 
per cent in 2019.54 Sixty-four per cent of small businesses employ at least 
one woman aged 50 or over, so menopause in the workplace is likely to be 
an issue found in many UK small businesses.

52   HM Government, The Mid-life MOT, accessed February 2022, available at: https://www.
yourpension.gov.uk/mid-life-mot/

53   Department for Work and Pensions, Supporting progression out of low pay: a call to 
action, July 2021, available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-
progression-out-of-low-pay-a-call-to-action

54   Department for Work and Pensions, Economic labour market status of individuals 
aged 50 and over, trends over time: September 2021, available at: https://www.gov.uk/
government/statistics/economic-labour-market-status-of-individuals-aged-50-and-over-
trends-over-time-september-2021

https://www.yourpension.gov.uk/mid-life-mot/
https://www.yourpension.gov.uk/mid-life-mot/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-progression-out-of-low-pay-a-call-to-action
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/supporting-progression-out-of-low-pay-a-call-to-action
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/economic-labour-market-status-of-individuals-aged-50-and-over-trends-over-time-september-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/economic-labour-market-status-of-individuals-aged-50-and-over-trends-over-time-september-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/economic-labour-market-status-of-individuals-aged-50-and-over-trends-over-time-september-2021
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There is a lack of awareness in society about the menopause, and even 
less so about its impact on work. In most cases, the menopause can 
be managed with simple, reasonable adjustments. In cases with severe 
symptoms, a period of sickness absence may be required, but should be 
managed as any other period of ill health would be. Support with guidance 
and with access to occupational health would help small businesses to 
support their menopausal employees to remain in work.

Recommendations

•   The UK Government should implement the 50-plus choices employer 
taskforce recommendation for DHSC and NHS-led implementation 
of a more holistic view of the menopause transition by clinicians 
in England. This more holistic view would focus not only on the 
immediate clinical response, but would also encompass mental health 
and long-term wellbeing. This should also be expanded to include a 
specific focus on the impact the menopause has on work.

http://www.fsb.org.uk
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METHODOLOGY

This report is based on FSB members’ experiences and views on disability, 
health and wellbeing. FSB undertook a mixed method approach for the 
research, consisting of a quantitative online survey, two focus groups, and a 
number of UK-wide semi-structured interviews. The survey was nationwide 
in its reach and members were invited to participate in the survey via email 
and social media channels.

The survey was administered by the research agency Verve and was in 
field from 20 October 2021–13 November 2021. The survey questionnaire 
was completed by a total of 1,002 small businesses. The survey findings 
are all weighted according to FSB membership weighting (to reflect the 
demographic balance of FSB members throughout the UK). All percentages 
derived from the survey are rounded to the nearest whole number, which 
is why some percentages presented in the figures do not sum to 100 per 
cent. All data is from this survey, unless otherwise specified.

The focus groups took place via Zoom with members who employ staff; 
they included members from the devolved nations, and purposefully drew 
from a variety of regions and sectors. The semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with members with a disability or health condition over the 
phone or using video conferencing. The focus groups and interviews took 
place between November 2021 and January 2022.
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