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Introduction

Recruiting and retaining a skilled talent pipeline, that comprises staff with

the right skills to deliver high-quality patient care is a key focus for the

NHS. As organisations are faced with increasing supply demand, it’s

important that the workforce is supported to thrive and disabled

applicants are encouraged to apply for roles in organisations across the

country.

Attracting and retaining disabled people and those with learning

disabilities and difficulties (LDD) requires an organisation-wide approach,

underpinned by shifts in culture, and authentic and open leadership. A

diverse workforce will include those from protected characteristic groups:

Protected characteristics (outlined in the Equality Act 2010):

Age

Disability

Gender reassignment

Marriage and civil partnership

Pregnancy and maternity 

Race

Religion or belief

Sex 

Sexual orientation

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/equality-act-2010-guidance
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Making apprenticeships

available to all

There are a number of factors to consider make when offering

apprenticeships to disabled candidates, including:

understanding your local community and your workforce

ensuring your recruitment and assessment processes are inclusive and

accessible

helping to ensure your organisation is visible and attractive to disabled

applicants

embedding and maintaining the highest quality workplace support for

disabled staff

understanding complex areas such as positive action and reasonable

adjustments.
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Hear how Hampshire Hospitals
NHS Foundation Trust (HHFT) is
supporting apprenticeships for
those with learning difficulties and
disabilities (LDD).
HHFT has been delivering the Project Choice

programme since 2018, which is a supported

internship for young people with a learning disability, difficulty and/or

autism.

HHFT recruits around 12 new interns per year and aims to make each

individual ‘work ready’ by the end of the internship. Project Choice is

funded by Health Education England (HEE) and runs over the

academic year with three different rotations, tailored to the needs of

each of the interns at HHFT.

After the success of Project Choice, the trust then wanted to

increase their development opportunities for its LDD staff. To offer

these opportunities, HHFT committed to using its own training

provider experience to pilot an LDD programme funded by HEE in July

2020, which has been developed into their supported apprenticeship

programme and is now funded using the apprenticeship levy.

The supported apprenticeship programme is tailored to the needs

of LDD staff and includes the following moderations.

An 18-month course instead of the usual 15 months to support pace

of learning.

One-to-one group training and learning support.

Protected off-the-job learning support on a weekly basis from their

assessor.

Personal and IT development such as: using email systems,

establishing regular study skills routines such as uploading work

portfolios and continuous communication with their assessor.

Weekly structured learning plans with clear instructions to help

individuals complete tasks.

Reasonable adjustments such as 'task chunking' and using

alternative assessment and learning methods.
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Preparing for end point assessments throughout the programme to

help learners familiarise themselves with assessment styles.

In the video below, we spoke to the trust as part of our big chat

series where they gave us more information about the programme.

51:14

Understanding your local community

and your workforce

What does your workforce and local community look like?

As a starting point you need to review your workforce data. Robust and

accurate data is key to having a realistic understanding of gaps or

challenges. It will help with:

analysing your workforce

identifying potential talent pools

establishing a stronger talent pipeline.

HR and board-level engagement

Your first step should be to communicate areas of improvement (for

example increasing the number of people with a disability in your

workforce) in discussion with both HR colleagues and board-level

colleagues.

https://vimeo.com/?fl=pl&fe=vl
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Both departments are key to making sure there is operational capacity

and understanding alongside strategic buy-in, and that change can be

effective and sustained. It’s important to have HR colleagues on board

when discussing the need for implementing change to an organisational

approach, as they will offer support and guidance to recruiting managers.

Securing buy-in from board-level colleagues around any change to

recruitment practice is a powerful tool in engaging staff across the

organisation who will see that this agenda is a strategic priority.

Culture

Establishing and maintaining a positive work culture within an organisation

underpins the positive experience of staff, and the likelihood that it’s

viewed as an attractive employer to those looking to join the NHS.

Embedding and cascading inclusion throughout your organisation is the

first step to building an inclusive culture.

The experience of disabled staff is now measured and reported on as part

of the Workforce Disability Equality Standard (WDES) which is legally

mandated in the NHS Standard Contract. Your organisation will be

measured against ten metrics specifically focused on this staff group’s

experiences. This includes a focus on the recruitment practices of the

organisation and how inclusive they are. Ensuring that your organisational

culture helps staff to feel supported, engaged and listened to will play a

large part in reporting against the WDES metrics.

Individual staff and line managers can contribute to the WDES work

by ensuring they have a clear understanding of your organisation’s

process and policy for supporting disabled staff.

Understanding your organisations

offer
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We know from our research with employers across the NHS that a

key barrier to increasing the recruitment of disabled staff/those with LDD

is line managers understanding – specifically what support and action to

take, and the impact of prejudice and stereotyping.

As a line manager, it is vital that you understand the approach taken

by the organisation with regards to the support you can offer disabled

staff and those with LDD.

Consider the following questions and find out the answers to any you’re

not aware of.

Do you know who in your workplace is responsible for co-ordinating or

organising workplace support for disabled staff, including reasonable

adjustments?

How to access reasonable adjustments for your staff?

The sickness absence leave policy for staff with disabilities?

What kinds of adjustments can be made in your work area?

How to refer staff to occupational health?

If your organisation has a disabled staff network?

If your organisation is Disability Confident?

How to apply for Access to Work funding and what it’s used for?



Attraction and application

10

Attraction and application

How your organisation is viewed in the community will have a significant

impact on the recruitment of new staff to your organisation. Your public-

facing image should represent the diversity that the trust currently

celebrates or which it seeks to hold in the future. Adverts, job

specifications and application forms are hugely important in helping to

ensure you attract the right talent.

You can use easy read formats to ensure your written information is

simple and easy to understand. Easy read is often used when engaging

with people with learning disabilities, but it can also be used for other

groups. You can make your application forms, adverts and specifications

easy read by: 

using simple words 

including images to support the text 

making it large print 

using plain fonts 

keeping sentences short.

 

Positive Action
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As an employer, positive action enables you to support an individual who

may have faced disadvantage in accessing employment due to a

protected characteristic. Positive action is legal under the Equality Act

2010.

You could take positive action in recruitment in activities such as: 

Holding events to attract specific under-represented groups, such as

those with learning disabilities. 

Offering an interview in an alternative format for a disabled candidate.

For example, instead of a traditional formal interview, you can invite an

individual to carry out the tasks relevant to the role for a short period of

time while being assessed. This is known as a working interview.

The role of bias in recruitment

This bias is known as unconscious or implicit bias. It’s important to

recognise that we all have an unconscious set of bias. If left unrecognised,

bias will inform your decision-making and can negatively affect fair

judgement, which should always be applied in recruitment practice.

Here are a handful of tips to get you started on ensuring you mitigate

against the impact of bias in your recruitment.

Make it clear who is the first point of contact for any potential applicants.

You could establish an ‘application buddy’ process, where an individual

provides additional support to the applicant throughout. 

Have open conversations about disability and establish if reasonable

adjustments to the recruitment process are needed from the outset. This

makes it clear that your organisation values disabled staff and is happy to

make any adjustments, such as: 

hearing loops

accessible software for any computer-based activity 

a wheelchair 

accessible space for all activities 

papers in large print and colour filters 
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available access to a computer for any written task, for those who

struggle with paper-based activity. 

Do not make assumptions and always consider conversations with the

individual first and foremost.

Shortlisting

Ensure there is more than one person responsible for shortlisting.

Anonymise applications to help avoid gender, ethnicity, age or

education-based bias.

Use a scoring system based on the criteria given in the application

pack. This will avoid any subjective feelings about candidates being part

of the decision making process.

Establish a diverse interview panel (including disabled staff where

possible) to avoid an individual’s bias or preference. Try to include a variety

of individuals across an assessment of candidates, for example, using a

different panel for a group task and for the interview.
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Interviewing accessibly

Interviews can be daunting for most people. The traditional interview style

involves a panel asking a candidate a set of unseen questions, is reliant on

strong memory recall, and the ability to apply this thinking to set criteria.

Using this approach to assessment can be challenging for those with

anxiety, neurological conditions or disabilities, or those with neurodiversity

such as those with autistic spectrum disorders (ASD).

Pre interview checklist
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Is the environment relaxed and friendly?

Is the environment accessible for individuals?

Do they require any equipment or adjustments?

Have you explained the structure of the day to applicants and provided

a timetable?

This is useful if the day has several parts such as a group task, written

task and interview.

During the interview

Have you explained the role they are applying for?

You could also provide information about the organisation, team and/or

department.

Have you provided a copy of the interview questions to the candidate?

The interview should not be a test of memory.

Have you highlighted any staff networks or campaigns that

demonstrate the inclusive culture of the organisation?

Assessment exercises

Following shortlisting, the next stage of the recruitment journey is

establishing the exercises to assess candidates. These could include

traditional interviews, assessment centres and/ or group tasks, and written

tasks.

There are specific ways you can mitigate against barriers and exclusion

for those with disabilities/learning disabilities in assessment. Ask or

provide an opportunity for applicants to share any needs they have - this

is key to understanding whether an assessment process is appropriate for

them.

Making an offer
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For those who declare a learning disability, or other neurological

condition/neurodiversity, it is crucial that you use accessible language

when communicating the outcome of the interview stage. For successful

candidates, you can use this checklist.

Explain clearly that they have been successful in securing the role.

Ask whether the individual has a notice period to work in any current

role or training course.

Explain the processes which need to be completed from the

organisation’s point of view.

Ask the candidate if they have any questions at this point.

Explain that you need to carry out right to work and reference checks

(and ensure that they provided the relevant details)

Explain how long this process is likely to take and why it is done

Explain that you/ a specific colleague will be on hand to (provide

contact details) and answer any questions they may have at any point.

You could invite the individual to visit the workplace ahead of their start

date. This could ease anxiety and help plan additional considerations such

as access needs. If they accept the offer, it would be useful to show them:

the space they will be working in

communal areas, such as toilets or catering

car parking or how the building/office space is accessed

introduce them to their immediate team or induction buddy if you have

this system set up in your organisation.
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Onboarding and induction

Before the first day

Prior to a new starter’s first day, it could be useful to have an open

discussion about the way the individual would like to work. This could
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include anything from reasonable adjustments within the workplace, or

needs outside of work, such as parenting or caring responsibilities.

Make sure that any equipment the individual needs to carry out their role,

such as accessible software or a hearing loop, is in place.

Having these conversations at an early point demonstrates that you

support disabled staff, and value their work/life balance. You can also ask

if they would like any of this information to be shared with their immediate

colleagues.

In addition, you could let the individual know how the organisation

supports its disabled staff, for example disability confident leader

accredited or staff networks.

First day and induction

On a new starter’s first day, make time to talk through their role and all

aspects of the working environment.

Discuss at this early point if the individual requires any support to be set

up through the government’s Access to Work scheme.

It is crucial to explain that the individual needs to apply for this, but you

could offer to support them in accessing and completing an application.

You can learn more about reasonable adjustments in the dedicated

section of this toolkit.
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Ongoing workplace

support

Ongoing conversations

It’s important to have both early and ongoing conversations with new

starters regarding their needs. Ensuring you understand any adaptations

or necessary equipment will help them settle in quickly and thrive in their

new role. Ask the individual if they’d welcome a conversation with yourself

and teams such IT, HR, occupational health and estates in advance to

ensure that you enable the best workplace experience for them. In these

meetings the individual can explain their needs, and the relevant team can

explain what is available to assist them.

Ensure that the individual knows how to join any staff networks should

they wish too. Having a network can provide an opportunity for peer

support to staff with specific characteristics. It’s also a useful vehicle to

ensuring that staff voices are heard on organisation-wide issues.

Occupational Health
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The occupational health (OH) department or provider can support the

individual by assessing the workplace needs of staff and make

recommendations.

HR

The support that your HR department can offer could include explaining

how, when and why to refer someone you line manage to occupational

health, line management skills, or disability awareness training.

HR can also provide more general training to all members of staff about

specific disabilities or about changes everyone could make to support

disabled members of staff/ staff with LDD.

Further workplace support

Your HR department may be able to provide specific support such as

upskilling you to leave a message on a textphone for someone who uses

that method of communication.

HR can also help to create a workplace passport. This document contains

key information about an individual that they can take with them if they

move between teams or departments throughout their career. This could

include information about their disability or LDD, their current support

package including any adjustments, and information about their

communication and learning style.

This resource can be helpful for staff working within the NHS as staff often

move between organisations. Using a workplace passport system is low

cost and can reduce stress, administrative work and duplication for both

the staff members and their line manager.
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Reasonable adjustments

HR departments can advise you about both reasonable adjustments and

Access to Work as ways to support the disabled staff you line manage.

What is a reasonable adjustment?

Reasonable adjustments are required by law under the Equality Act 2010.

A reasonable adjustment is any change in the workplace which ensures

that disabled staff, or staff with learning difficulties/ disabilities (LDD), are

not substantially disadvantaged when doing their job. These changes can

be made to the physical environment, the employee’s working conditions

or hours, to the organisation’s policies, or provide any additional

equipment or support needed.

How much do reasonable

adjustments cost?
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Many reasonable adjustments are free, such as magnification software, or

inexpensive. Reasonable adjustments, such as specialist software, cost

more but are worth it for the increase in productivity.

Access to work

Access to Work is a free government scheme which reimburses the costs

of equipment, adaptions or support worker services to support disabled

members of staff and those with LDD to take up or stay in work. Access to

Work can fund up to £59,200 per staff member.

Examples of what Access to Work reimbursement could include: 

magnification software

a hearing aid-compatible telephone

a British Sign Language (BSL) interpreter

travel to and from work if this would otherwise be a barrier to

employment.

What is the difference between a

reasonable adjustment and access to

work?

Access to Work is a government grant scheme which reimburses

individuals for adjustments which are more specialised or may not have

been reasonable in the circumstances and cost up to asset value per year.

Access to Work cannot pay for reasonable adjustments which should be

provided by the employer.

Examples of reasonable adjustments



Reasonable adjustments

23

The reasonable adjustments listed below are examples of ways to make

changes for disabled staff/staff with LDD. This is not a complete list and

we would always recommend having an ongoing discussion about what

would be useful for each individual, as people with similar conditions or

disabilities may need different adjustments. Some of these may be

provided by individual organisations, or through Access to Work.

Hearing impairment

Providing a telephone compatible with a hearing aid – a sound amplifier

is included so that people with hearing impairments can use it. Re-

allocating telephone tasks to a colleague – it may be more appropriate to

re-allocate any telephone tasks to colleagues.

Holding meetings in quiet spaces – ensuring that there is minimal

background noise can support someone with a hearing impairment to

fully participate in a meeting.

Accommodating a sign language interpreter, by including an extra chair

in meetings.

Visual impairment

Providing information in a variety of formats - for example in large text

or audio - may be a useful way for someone with a visual impairment to

receive information.

For electronic documents, ensuring that it can be read by a text-to-

speech reader can help someone with a visual impairment to access

information.

Wheelchair mobility

Providing a height adjustable desk allows employees to make the desk

right

for them and their wheelchair.
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Relocating someone’s workstation to the ground floor – for some

people it

is not possible to access other floors, so this can help them to access

the workplace.

Widening doorways or rearranging office furniture for better access – in

some

buildings it is possible to widen doorways to allow access for a

wheelchair

user or moving office furniture such as desks.

Allocating a designated car space near the building.

Re-allocating tasks to colleagues, such as a task which requires

travelling

over uneven ground.

Anxiety

Providing a fixed desk– for some people having their own desk will help

them to be less anxious than if they were hot desking.

Altered or flexible working hours can be helpful if an employee finds

commuting during peak hour stressful.

Chronic or episodic conditions, for example multiple sclerosis or

chronic fatigue syndrome

Modifying sickness absence processes to discount disability-related

absence.

Allowing employees to work from home during flare ups or more

difficult days.

Providing a quiet, dimly lit space for employees to take a break in or

work in can prevent sensory overload.

Allowing employees to work while wearing noise-cancelling

headphones, or using other sensory aids, can prevent sensory overload.

Providing the flexibility for the employee to work from home so they can

control their environment.
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Learning difficulties and disabilities

Providing information in an easy read format – easy read uses simple

language, pictures and short sentences so that people with learning

difficulties and disabilities can access the information they need.

Allowing more time to explain tasks or to give feedback can support

employees with a learning difficulty or disability to successfully complete

tasks.
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Providing individualised in-

post support

Training and building awareness

During their training, staff must be allowed a safe space to express their

concerns and demystify any myths around working with autistic

colleagues and colleagues with a learning disability. The new starter

should also be given the opportunity to attend a taster day with the team,

with time dedicated for staff to meet and get to know them in a quiet, safe

environment where they feel comfortable.  When designing this induction,

speak with staff with lived experience or their colleagues/managers in

other departments to see what worked well for them. Where this is not

possible, work with your learning disability and autism staff networks who

will be able to use their insight to make your induction robust.

Pastoral care

There may be some staff for whom this is their first experience in paid

employment, and this should be considered. If for example, they will be

coming off Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) for the first time,

this can be quite a stressful step, and recruitment staff should do what

they can to put the candidate at ease or support them with any changes

they need to make. Referring people to a benefits advisor, linking in with

their social worker, or reaching out to Access to Work, can be useful

routes to offer support. If for whatever reason the role does not work out

https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work
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and a staff member leaves within 12 weeks of starting, they can still

reopen their same ESA claim.

Support in-post

The provision of a job coach is one of the most significant benefits to both

an employer and employee during the recruitment process and

particularly at the onset of employment. A job coach, alongside clinical

managers, can be employed to help autistic people and people with a

learning disability learn and perform their work duties, usually using a

technique called Training in Systematic Instruction (TSI), which breaks a

job down and teaches tasks one at a time, while layering on skills and

building up their confidence over time. A job coach also helps with

interpersonal skills necessary in the workplace and should liaise with the

education team who delivers induction and training, so that the individual

has joined-up support. If the employee is in paid work, or on a supported

internship or traineeship programme such as HEE’s Project Choice or DFN

Project SEARCH, a job coach can be funded through Access to Work.

Consider mentor support, often referred to as a ‘buddy. The mentor

allocated should be a colleague who is supervising their work on the shift

and has experience.  Additionally, the mentor could be someone with

understanding of the lived experience of their mentee and should be

patient, compassionate and observant. The mentor should build a

relationship with the person and create an open environment where

questions are welcomed. Individuals may prefer one mentor only or a

mentor for every shift, whatever their preference is with awareness and

training all staff could provide the support. NHS England encourages the

adoption of mentor roles, where a colleague on the same band and same

role as the person whom they are mentoring work together on shifts or for

further development opportunities, such as on projects and delivering

training or presentations. See this example of peer support workers in

mental health settings.

Career progression

https://www.systematicinstruction.com/what-is-tsi
https://www.hee.nhs.uk/our-work/talent-care-widening-participation/project-choice-supported-internships
https://www.dfnprojectsearch.org/
https://www.dfnprojectsearch.org/
https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work
https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/explore-roles/psychological-therapies/roles-psychological-therapies/peer-support-worker
https://www.healthcareers.nhs.uk/explore-roles/psychological-therapies/roles-psychological-therapies/peer-support-worker


Providing individualised in-post support

28

A main driver of retention is providing staff with access to ongoing

learning and development opportunities and making sure that their

development plan is individualised to them. This also gives staff a sense of

belonging and an indication that the organisation values them and wants

to invest in their career. Autistic people and people with a learning

disability are often forgotten in relation to career progression if they are

not actively seeking it out. Therefore, it is important to support and

recognise staff who wish to develop within their role and offer career

pathways that will allow progression.

If people do not feel ready to progress, the manager should also use

regular supervision sessions to review the individual’s progress and ask if

there are any tasks they have seen that they would like to try and now feel

confident enough to learn. Employing autistic people and people with a

learning disability often inspires others to apply to your organisation. By

also promoting them to more senior roles this ensures their ideas and

voices are carried back up to management.


