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• In-work poverty (IWP): Earning less or up to 60 per cent of median incomes, 
leading to material deprivation and economic strain

• Related to benefits systems and minimum wage legislation, e.g. in-work benefits 
and NLW/NMW

• UK IWP rate 17 per cent

• IWP disproportionately affects disabled, women and migrants, self-employed

• (Social model of) disability: Societal and institutional barriers experienced by 
disabled people

• Employees disabled by combination of HRM and government policy and practice

• Intersectionality: Complex patterns of experience for individuals at crossroads of 
two or more disadvantages

• Lived experience: How people experience and respond to day-to-day challenges

• Survey data fails to reveal nuances of employment, disability and IWP



• Lacking a capacity to take part in 
society

• Difficulties with and accessing 
employment markets

• Problems with adequate diet and 
housing

• Well-being threatened by 
marginalisation from education, health 
services and housing markets

• Lacking social and financial buffers

• UK many pay-related problems

• Not enough jobs allowing escape from 
IWP

• Linked to increase in undeclared work



• Double levels of IWP

• Disabled group most likely 
covered by NLW/NMW 
arrangements

• Unable to fulfil basic needs and 
participate in community life

• Higher living costs and rates of 
difficulties paying for basics

• Many levels of discrimination

• Less social capital



• Explore how IWP and disability intersect

• What is the lived experience of being 
disabled and active in contemporary 
employment markets?

• What barriers and disadvantages do 
disabled employees face in the post-
financial crisis economy?

• How do barriers and disadvantages 
related to IWP impact on the wider lives 
of disabled workers?



• Set in Scotland (IWP rate 14%)

• Life history interviews

• Participants recruited through 
disability organisations, e.g. email, 
social media, etc.

• Convenience sample: 22 
participants (18 women, 4 male) 

• All covered by Equality Act 2010 and 
dependent on variety of top up 
benefits

• Nearly all had “hidden impairments”

• 37 hours of interviews

• Data analysed using intersectionality 
and social model of disability



UK government policies, disability and IWP

I struggle with [claiming in-work 
benefits] because of the filling out of 

the forms and what not and it is really 
difficult

‘I’ve had to pay for a private aid because the 
aid the NHS gave me it just, I just couldn’t 

cope with it, so I had to pay, about five years 
ago, I had to pay about £2000 for this aid 

from a private hearing aid shop … My main 
concern is, you know, what happens when 

this hearing aid gives up …’

Sally, 40s, cleaner, dyslexia

Abigail, 40s, cook, mental health condition



Employment disability and IWP

I’m like an old man … I struggle to get up off the 
sofa, struggle to get out of bed in the morning … 
[The owner/manager] just wants the job done … 
And if you’re not fit to do the job there’s plenty 
other people. He’s got a stack of CVs waiting to 
be interviewed and if you’re not able to do your 

job he’ll find somebody else who canI’ve checked out other third sector 
organisations and they’re paying their staff like 
… a completely different scale. I think that the 

job I actually do is more than being an 
administrative role. I think it’s more like a 

coordinator’s role and … expecting me to do it 
in three days

Peter, 40s, butcher, chronic and mental health conditions

Cathie, 30s, administration and information officer, eczema



Household finances, disability and IWP

So, on some days … I was just having cornflakes … In 
fact, I’d been ill and in the hospital and I was on a drip 
and everything, and the doctor kept saying: ‘are you 
having the essential things? Are you having all the 

food groups?’, and I was thinking, I don’t know what 
I’m having, I’m just having whatever we can have …

We turn our heating off, so we’ve got that. 
We don’t use our heating; we can’t afford 

to heat [our flat]. So, it is cold in winter but 
we work around it … make sure I’ve got a 

certain amount of clothing

Jackie, 40s, handicraft worker, chronic and mental health conditions

Nicki, 50s, clerical assistant, deaf



• Disabled employees in IWP face a wide-
range and complex range and layers of 
barriers, barriers mitigating against ways out 
of IWP

• Barriers combine to aggravate already 
serious impairment

• Employers typically content to employ 
disabled people, but do little more

• Disabled working people denigrated in a 
post-Financial Crisis world

• Government and employer policy and 
practice blocks way out of IWP

• Disabled people need to have easier access 
to IW benefits; better healthcare; shift onus 
to employers for upholding equality 
legislation; access to more hours, career 
opportunities and pay at least the Living 
Wage


