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Disability & society

Ambivalence about disability: Why people with 
mild learning difficulties who are looking for 
employment may not identify as disabled

Ruth Tarloa , Rachel Fysona  and Simon Robertsa 
aschool of sociology & social Policy, University of Nottingham, Nottingham, UK

ABSTRACT
UK government policies over several decades have sought 
to actively encourage disabled people to take up paid 
employment, most recently by focusing on the ‘gap’ 
between employment rates of disabled and non-disabled 
people. These policies implicitly assume a clear distinction 
between people who are and are not disabled, linked to medically- 
oriented, hierarchical notions of deservingness. They also 
assume that people who need support will self-identify. This 
article explores factors that undermine those assumptions 
or expose their contradictory effects. It presents findings 
from qualitative research with people with mild learning 
difficulties, discussing their perceptions of disability and 
how they negotiated an ever-shifting balance of conse-
quences of identifying as disabled or disclosing needs, 
linked to risks and experiences of prejudice, discrimination 
and exclusion.

Points of interest

• Government policy to support disabled people into paid work suggests 
that it is obvious who is and who is not disabled.

• This research looks at what disability means for people with mild 
learning difficulties who are looking for paid work.

• People with mild learning difficulties sometimes view themselves as 
disabled but sometimes refuse that label, even when they accept that 
they need support.

• The research participants gave a wide range of reasons for accepting 
or rejecting the label of disability.

• They showed how they balanced hopes for support against fears of 
rejection or abuse, based on their personal experiences.
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Introduction

UK governments have long sought to actively encourage disabled people 
to take up paid employment and have introduced a range of both supportive 
and coercive measures to promote this (Powell 2020; Gulland 2019; Grover 
and Piggott 2015). The effectiveness of these measures is addressed in cur-
rent government policy with reference to the ‘disability employment gap’ 
(DEG). This is a measure of the difference between the employment rate of 
disabled people and non-disabled people. The DEG is measured using the 
Government Statistical Service Harmonised Standard measure of disability, 
consistent with the 2010 Equality Act, and defined as: people who have a 
physical or mental health condition or illness lasting or expected to last 
12 months or more that reduces their ability to carry-out day-to-day activities. 
Under that measure, there were 7.9 million working-age people with a dis-
ability in the 3rd quarter of 2019, which is 19% of the working age population 
(Powell 2020). At that time, the rate of unemployment in the UK was 3.7% 
and the unemployment rate of people with a disability was 6.7% (Powell 2020).

There is an implicit assumption within these policies that not only can a 
clear distinction be made between people who are and are not disabled, 
but that people who are disabled will necessarily self-identify as such in 
order to access employment-related benefits and on-the-job support. 
However, labels relating to identity, disability and impairment have not only 
economic and political, but also social and cultural consequences for the 
individual and for social groups. Labels may confer eligibility for rights, 
services and resources, but may also exclude or marginalise. Labels may 
signify belonging and pride or rejection and stigmatisation. Moreover, it is 
acknowledged that the label of ‘disability’ is often socially laden with negative 
connotations, reflecting “dominant discourses of tragedy and inferiority” 
(Swain, French, and Cameron 2003:15). It is therefore likely that some people 
may reject that label even in situations where it may confer rights.

There is little doubt that people with learning disabilities and difficulties 
need support to gain and retain paid employment. Official statistics are 
lacking on employment rates for “the whole population of working age 
adults with learning disabilities” (Hatton 2018). However, large-scale surveys 
suggest that only 15-20% of this group are in some form of paid employ-
ment (Hatton 2018) and that people with learning difficulties are likely to 
experience “non-standard employment conditions and job insecurity” 
(Emerson et  al. 2018:201); they are also more likely than their peers to 
transition from non-standard employment to economic inactivity (ibid:202). 
If Government support is to be meaningful, the issue of whether and how 
people with mild learning difficulties identify as disabled is important. The 
acceptance or rejection of the label of ‘disability’ may have a material impact 
on the employment support available to people with mild learning 
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difficulties, but these are not the only considerations. For example, when 
linked to employment, the label disability can facilitate ‘reasonable adjust-
ments’ under the Equality Act 2010 but may also be associated with bullying 
and harassment from co-workers (Fevre et  al. 2012).

In that context, this article explores connections between the ways in 
which people with mild learning difficulties consider themselves to be dis-
abled and their experiences at work or while looking for work. It draws on 
research carried out with a group of people who self-identified as having 
mild learning difficulties, were not receiving adult social care and were 
looking for work. The study explored how participants talked about disability, 
revealing a wide range of views. This article discusses how individual expe-
riences of being in paid employment and of engaging with processes of 
looking for work might explain that diversity of views about self-identifying 
as disabled. by connecting such experiences to identity, the discussion 
exposes wider negative implications of binary and essentialist thinking about 
who is or is not disabled.

It is acknowledged that a raft of cultural, social, economic and political 
factors, from media depictions to education and healthcare provision to 
democratic representation, produce and reinforce the “abuse, rejection and 
marginalisation of disabled people” (Goodley 2017:97). Within that broader 
framework, this article focuses on the relationship between employment, 
employability and related circumstances such as claiming out of work ben-
efits, and the self-identification of people with mild learning difficulties as 
disabled.

Complexities in the definition and use of the term ‘learning 
difficulties’

The term ‘learning difficulties’ is used here to encompass a spectrum of 
conditions relating to global cognitive impairments which start before adult-
hood and have a lasting effect. In educational settings they may be variously 
labelled as, amongst other things, ‘non-specific learning difficulties’, ‘process-
ing delays’, ‘communication difficulties’, ‘memory problems’ or ‘special needs’. 
The word ‘difficulties’ has been used in preference to ‘disabilities’ to open 
up discussion about the relationship between learning difficulties and dis-
ability itself. However, ‘learning disabilities’ is the more commonly-used term 
in UK public policy and third sector organisations in relation to health and 
social care.

The term ‘learning disabilities’ was defined in the 2001 White Paper, Valuing 
People, as including “the presence of:

• a significantly reduced ability to understand new or complex infor-
mation, to learn new skills (impaired intelligence), with;
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• a reduced ability to cope independently (impaired social functioning);
• which started before adulthood, with a lasting effect on development” 

(DoH (Department of Health), 2001:14).

The term ‘learning difficulties’ may also sometimes be found within UK 
government documents, in place of ‘learning disabilities’, but is more com-
monly used in third sector and educational settings (Cluley, Fyson, and Pilnick 
2020). Claims that it is the preferred term of “the majority of people who 
live with these labels” (Willetts 2011:99) are harder to verify, but are consis-
tent with usage by some self-advocacy organisations (Goodley 2001; People 
First (undated)).

Traditionally, the medical identification of learning difficulties has been 
associated with measures of IQ (Fulton and Richardson 2014; Porter and 
Lacey 2005). Flaws in the concept and testing of IQ have been widely doc-
umented (Webb 2014) including errors in the design and administration of 
testing and a lack of evidence linking IQ scores to “autonomous functioning” 
(Webb 2014:12). Nevertheless, these IQ-related qualifiers remain in wide-
spread use as signifiers of the degree of impairment experienced (mild, 
moderate, profound) and the level of support a person may be entitled to. 
It is important to acknowledge the weakness of the testing and diagnostic 
basis of statistics relating to the categorisation of people by intellectual 
competence (Jenkins 2014) and to note how IQ-related cut-off points for 
categorising people have been altered historically to reduce eligibility for 
services (Simons 2000). In contrast, the political work of disability activists, 
including people with learning difficulties, has shown how ‘competence’ can 
be identified as a social rather than individual phenomenon (bates, Goodley, 
and Runswick-Cole 2017).

Almost all research studies involving adults with learning difficulties (Emerson 
and Hatton 2014) are based on administrative data for people who are known 
to be using specialised services. However, a much larger section of the pop-
ulation may have been identified as having special educational needs at the 
end of compulsory schooling. In transitioning to adulthood, people with less 
severe conditions are unlikely to use specialist social care services, becoming 
part of a “hidden majority” (Emerson and Glover 2012:141) of people with mild 
learning difficulties who either choose not to use social care services or, more 
likely, do not meet the strict eligibility criteria (Emerson and Hatton 2014; 
Emerson and Glover 2012). In this sense, people with mild learning disabilities 
may lose the administrative label of ‘disability’ as they enter adulthood.

The history of terms such as ‘learning difficulty’ and ‘learning disability’ 
illustrates how this categorisation is socially constructed (Simons 2000). 
However, the concept of learning difficulties can be useful, despite being 
highly complex, and does have meaning relating both to the consequences 
of intellectual impairments themselves and to the responses of others. It 
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may be illuminated further by considering how disability is understood more 
broadly, and how cognitive impairments might be similar to and different 
from other types of impairment. However, any attempt at precise definition 
of ‘mild learning difficulty’ would be misleading, since this and related terms 
and labels result from “a social, cultural and political moment” (Goodley 
2017) and usage changes over time.

Research design and methodology

Sixteen participants with mild learning difficulties were recruited, both 
through direct recruitment (posters in public libraries) and via interactions 
with gatekeeper organisations such as employability support organisations 
and social support groups. The research accepted people as having mild 
learning difficulties if they self-identified as such. Participants were only 
included if they were not eligible for adult social care services. A summary 
of the demographic characteristics of each participant is shown in Table 1.

Data collection consisted of individual, audio-recorded, semi-structured 
interviews with each participant, as well as observations of key activities 
(e.g. attending Jobcentre Plus appointments), in a process which positioned 
participants as authorities on their own experiences (Clarke et  al. 2005; booth 
and booth 1996). Fifteen of the 16 participants were interviewed more than 
once, and 14 were interviewed three times. All interviews and observations 

Table 1. Research participants.

Name age sex ethnicity
Disability or health-related 

benefits? (see note)
ever in paid 

work?
in paid work during 

the fieldwork period?

anthony^ 26-30 M White british PiP yes No
emily* 18-25 F White british none yes No
Jack* 26-30 M White british Dla No No
Jeff 56-60 M White british none yes yes, contract starting
Kevon 18-24 M White-black 

caribbean 
british

none No No

lillian 36-40 F White british esa yes yes, contract ending
louise^ 26-30 F White british PiP yes No
Nick 26-30 M White british Wtc yes yes
Peter 26-30 M White british none No No
Phil 36-40 M White british esa No No
Ravina 41-45 F sikh british 

asian
none yes yes, looking for 

alternative
Robbie 18-24 M White british esa, Dla yes No
Ryan 26-30 M White british none yes No
sam 18-24 M White british none yes No
sergei 18-24 M White british Dla No No
tyler 18-24 M White british none yes No

Note: Personal independence Payment (PiP) and Disability living allowance (Dla) are non-means tested 
benefits not affected by employment status; employment & support allowance (esa) is a means tested 
benefit for people who are assessed as having limited capability for work. the number of hours worked 
threshold for Working tax credit (Wtc) is lower for people assessed as disabled.

^anthony and louise were a couple; they lived together but were interviewed separately.
^^emily and Jack were a couple who both still lived with their respective parents; they were each interviewed 

separately.
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were carried out in person by the lead author, as part of her PhD (Tarlo 
2020). Data coding and analysis was carried out by the researcher under the 
supervision of two experienced academics who are co-authors of this paper.

Interviews were transcribed in full and data was then coded and analysed 
using thematic analysis (braun and Clarke 2006) to explore the research 
question: how do people with mild learning difficulties relate to concepts 
of disability and how does that affect their sense of rights and entitlements? 
This provided a way of exploring the tensions and contradictions in the 
ways that participants spoke about disability, drawing on all of the interview 
data and not necessarily confined to the discussions of employment and 
unemployment.

The research received ethical approval from the University of Nottingham 
School of Sociology and Social Policy Ethics Committee. Participants’ names 
were anonymised in transcripts and in the analysis, with participants offered 
the option of choosing their own pseudonym in recognition that “acts of 
naming are political and personal” (Allen and Wiles 2016:163).

Findings

The participants used the term disabled and disabilities in a variety of ways, 
in reference to both themselves and to other people. Their perspectives on 
disability were explored not only through direct but abstract questioning 
(e.g.“what does it mean to be disabled?”) but also through analysing the way 
they talked about themselves and others who they referred to as disabled. 
Only five of the 16 participants identified themselves as disabled without 
any caveats. Ten of the participants were ambivalent about identifying them-
selves as disabled and one participant rejected the identification out of hand.

Three overarching themes were identified and analysed from the data: 
(1) Am I disabled? (2) The impacts of my mild learning difficulties; and (3) 
What difference does it make? Within the first theme there were two 
sub-themes: what does disabled mean; I’m somewhere in-between. Four 
sub-themes were identified within the second theme: stress and anxiety; 
literacy, focus and memory; social interaction; slowness. The third theme 
covered three sub-themes: telling employers; comparing myself to siblings 
and peers; rights.

Each of the overarching themes will be discussed in turn, to explore the 
way participants talked about their own conditions, about disability, and 
about whether or not they self-identified as disabled.

Am I disabled?

All participants had a strong sense of what they frequently referred to as 
“struggles” with a range of embodied conditions which affected not only 
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their interactions with others but also dealing with their daily lives: eating 
patterns, sleep patterns, managing their own physical and mental health, 
but this did not necessarily translate into an association with the term ‘dis-
abled’. The five who strongly identified as disabled expressed this as a sense 
of being different from other people:

Disabled … means having a mental or physical… impairment… something that 
separates you from other people [Sam]

These five were also more likely (as will be discussed later) to refer to 
disability as a legal status, to refer to concepts of rights and discrimination 
or administrative labelling and the receipt of disability benefits.

However, most of the participants, like much of the population at large, 
considered being ‘disabled’ to be “a physical thing” [Ravina], especially relating 
to mobility, and therefore not something with which they identified:

I automatically think “wheelchair”, because that’s just the symbol it gives, but I’m 
not in a metal contraption [Jack]

I’m not exactly disabled…I can walk around everywhere [Ryan]

Moreover, although all participants associated themselves with the label 
‘mild learning difficulty’, many expressed a sense that the label ‘disability’ 
was associated with a greater intensity or severity of impairments, using 
phrases such as “how severe it is” [Lillian] or “a lot worse than myself” [Jack]:

real autism… unable to look after themselves… not people like me [Tyler]

These responses could be interpreted as attempts to distance from a 
stigmatised label, but this is not the only possible interpretation. Monteleone 
and Forrester-Jones (2017:313) suggest “poor comprehension of disability 
terminology” and “self-degradation stemming from negative judgements of 
others” combine to block “healthy” identification with disability. However, it 
is also possible that participants did not perceive the “taken-for-grantedness 
of the stigma attached to ‘being intellectually disabled’” (Rapley 2004:111). 
The tone of the responses and the language used by many of the partici-
pants was more suggestive of an empathetic response towards people that 
they perceived as ‘really disabled’ and a sense that they did not deserve 
either the label or the level of support that they would expect disabled 
people to receive.

Doubts about deservingness were compounded by experiences of welfare 
benefit re-assessments which resulted in the loss of disability-related benefits. 
This reluctance to identify themselves as ‘really disabled’ is also consistent 
with media and political narratives of ‘fake’ disability (see for example, Ryan 
2019; Elgot and Osborne 2017) and these were occasionally reflected in 
comments which contradicted participants’ own experiences of difficulty in 
claiming disability benefits:
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It’s really not hard to say to someone: “oh I got a disability”, act like an absolute 
lunatic and then get money for it [Tyler]

In Tyler’s case, his guardian had been in receipt of DLA while he was a 
child, but the benefit had been stopped after an assessment when he turned 
18. Several other participants had either had disability-related benefits 
stopped, following re-assessment, or were concerned that this might happen 
in the near future.

All but one of those who said ‘yes’ to being disabled were in receipt of 
non-means tested disability benefits (DLA or PIP) or had recently been in 
receipt of them and were in the process of re-applying. All had received 
support from employability support services who specialise in supporting 
people with disabilities. Their acceptance of the disability label was either 
explicitly stated:

Researcher: And would you consider yourself to be disabled?

Well I get, if I get DLA then, yeah [Phil]

or implied:

I am legally considered disabled [Sergei]

However, it was not always the case that those who had been awarded 
disability benefits self-identified as disabled. both Anthony and Louise were 
in receipt of PIP and ESA but appeared to view these as more closely asso-
ciated with Louise’s ill-health than with both participants’ mild learning 
difficulties; Jack and Lillian were also receiving ESA and Lillian had been 
awarded a disabled person’s bus pass; Nick had been in receipt of Working 
Tax Credit, qualifying for the disabled worker element. but all expressed 
some ambivalence about identifying as disabled:

you have severe learning disabilities [Louise to Anthony]

Whatever you want to call it…. I wouldn’t class myself as disabled [Anthony]

If I need to use it, I’ll use it, but if I don’t, I’ll discard it [Jack, in response to being 
asked if he would say he was disabled]

I suppose disabled is quite a, I don’t know. I have a disability, but to be disabled, 
I’m not sure, I’m, I’m, I’m unsure where I fit [Lillian]

For these participants the idea of being labelled as disabled conflicted 
with their strong sense of the term as referring either to physical and 
sensory impairments or to people with more severe cognitive impairments. 
They were not at all ambivalent about the barriers that they faced in their 
search for paid work or about the impact of their mild learning difficulties 
on daily life, but these factors did not result in self-identification as 
disabled.
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Only one participant, Jeff, never used either ‘disabled’ or ‘disability’ with 
reference to himself. This may be connected to Jeff ’s age, as the oldest 
person in the sample, as well as his long work history and experience of 
living independently. As another participant commented, referring to an 
older family friend with learning difficulties, he was:

just labelled as a being a bit thick…he’s not thick by any stretch of the imagination, 
but that was what people often got billed as in days gone by [Peter]

Although Jeff had attended a special school as a child and had only lived 
independently from his parents since his mother moved to a care home, he 
was not aware of having ever been in receipt of disability benefits and had 
a long history of paid work, albeit very part-time and low paid. He associated 
disability with a sense of “if a person can’t do it”, and his rejection of the 
association for himself, suggested a strong connection between his identity 
and his experience in the labour market, particularly in maintaining long-term 
paid work contracts. Despite recognising that he “can’t read properly” and 
that he struggled to “understand things”, Jeff did not think of himself as 
disabled because he was able to do what he wanted to do, which was 
primarily to find and keep paid work.

My mild learning difficulties

Although the majority of participants expressed at least some ambivalence 
about the label ‘disability’, they all accepted the label ‘mild learning difficul-
ties’. In this context, they were prompted to discuss these difficulties. Typically, 
exploration of this topic would begin with an open question such as “tell 
me about your learning difficulties”, with follow-up questions to probe the 
response where it was very broad, for example “I have trouble with a lot of 
things” [Jack].

Most participants talked in negative terms when asked how they felt 
about having mild learning difficulties. Some made deeply negative remarks 
such as:

It sucks, I hate it, cos I wish I was like, you know, normal, instead of being counted 
as a weirdo. [Jack]

my autism’s a curse [Nick]

Negative comments were largely about how participants felt towards 
themselves, rather than about how their conditions might impact on other 
people. These were epitomised by words and phrases such as “something 
wrong”, “limitations”, “liability”, “setback” and “what I may have lost”.

This kind of talk was not universal, however. Six of the participants con-
sistently used more neutral language when talking about having mild learn-
ing difficulties, some referring to being different, but others denying 



10 R. TARLO ET AL.

difference. For example, Anthony indicated an acceptance and even some 
sense of pride about his mild learning difficulties:

I’m fine with it…it’s who I am, it’s me … I can’t change who I am [Anthony]

Kevon also commented “it just makes me who I am”, but later added:

It don’t make me different to, being to do what I need to do [Kevon]

Other participants indicated a more guarded assessment, as shown here 
by use of the word ‘shouldn’t’:

it doesn’t really bother me … as long as you can get on with your daily life, … 
what you need to do, it shouldn’t really… affect people [Phil]

These comments could be interpreted as downplaying the significance of 
mild learning difficulties in the participants’ lives, indicating resistance to a 
disabled identity and a refusal to be “categorised on the basis of bodily 
difference” (Watson 2002:525). The comments might also reflect the greater 
significance of other aspects of their social identity, such as age or social 
class, which were not directly discussed. These participants were regularly 
participating in social groups of people (with and without mild learning 
difficulties) looking for paid work, such as job clubs and youth groups, where 
they might meet people without mild learning difficulties who were expe-
riencing similar barriers to finding work.

These sometimes-negative attitudes towards having a mild learning dif-
ficulty could be linked to the perceived impact it had on participants’ daily 
lives and – in the context of this research – their search for work. Participants 
highlighted stress and anxiety; concentration, memory and understanding; 
social interaction; and slowness as experiences and/or personal attributes 
which they associated with their mild learning difficulty. It is not the inten-
tion here to suggest that participants are defined by or reduced to impair-
ments or functional limitations. However, by focusing on the way participants 
talked about each of these areas, there is an intention to respect and attend 
to the significant and serious impact that having mild learning difficulties 
can have on individuals’ everyday lives, as well as on their notions of dis-
ability, and to recognise that this impact is not well known.

Most participants (13 out of 16) referred to experiencing some form of 
stress or anxiety as part of their mild learning difficulties. This included high 
levels of anxiety experienced in childhood as well as into adulthood, often 
worsened by dealing with uncertainty, “changes in schedules” [Peter], or 
newness, and manifesting as fear or in some, “panic attacks” [Lillian]. Stress 
and anxiety were also exacerbated by a sense of frustration or dejection 
about their own limitations:

if I can’t do what anything I want to do [Emily]
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the amount of pressure that was building up…I would freak out [Lillian]

not knowing where I’m supposed to be going or…what I’m supposed to be doing, 
that freaks me out summat fierce, like damn near a phobia [Robbie]

Robbie’s use of the phrase “supposed to” draws attention to a sense that 
there are things he should be doing, that he may have not registered or 
forgotten. He talked about how it fails to “click in my head” that certain 
things are important. Other participants frequently described anxiety in 
relation to this sense of missing out on something, or fearing that they had 
missed something, whether it was a work task, a Jobcentre Plus appointment, 
or catching a bus, or related to a social interaction such as missing the 
meaning of an instruction or a joke.

Robbie described how his anxiety manifested itself in a “flare up” of pso-
riasis that would regularly disrupt his sleep. Participants also used phrases 
such as “nervous breakdown”, “mental breakdown”, “meltdown” and “brain 
freeze”. These are metaphors of crisis and destruction, emphasising the neg-
ative impact of anxiety.

Those who talked about anxiety indicated that they felt they over-reacted 
to worrisome situations:

when I get panicky, I get really, really panicky [Jack]

I care so much, I don’t do anything [Sergei]

These responses signalled awareness that the levels of stress and anxiety 
that they experienced were unusually high. Participants spoke of it not being 
“normal” to experience such levels of stress and anxiety. There was also a 
sense that they compared themselves unfavourably with other people, in 
how they were able to deal with the stress and anxiety:

…my inability…not being able to handle stress [Lillian].

Five participants also directly referred to episodes of depression, which 
fits with research suggesting a higher risk of mental health problems among 
“adults with mild intellectual disabilities” (Emerson and Hatton 2014:59). Nick 
talked openly about this, using words and phrases such as, “suffer from 
depression”, “mood swings”, “obsessions”, “suicidal”. Other participants also 
indicated periods where their mental health had deteriorated significantly, 
most often linking it to a lack of progress in finding paid work, but also to 
family troubles such as illness and bereavement.

Many of the experiences the participants talked about had exacerbated 
feelings of stress and anxiety. These included bullying at school and college, 
assessments for disability-related welfare benefits, and repeated and long-term 
lack of success in applying for paid work. However, there were also strong 
indications that their higher than average stress and anxiety levels were 
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deeply-rooted, arising in childhood as well as manifesting during adulthood, 
rather than being purely a product of adult life experience. This is consistent 
with population-based studies (Emerson and Hatton 2014).

It is important to acknowledge the depth of this anxiety, in order to 
understand that participants did not only experience it in the labour market, 
whether as actual or potential employees. Anxiety was not only the effect 
of interpersonal interactions, working conditions or benefit conditionality, 
but was a pre-existing factor influencing those interactions and experiences. 
For example, Sergei’s experience of a work placement in which he felt well 
supported, where he enjoyed the work and found the co-workers friendly 
and welcoming, nevertheless ended in what he described as “emotional 
breakdown”.

Stress and anxiety manifested in many ways and were often associated 
with other difficulties. When asked about their mild learning difficulties 11 
participants noted difficulties with reading, writing and spelling, although 
comments about literacy were often qualified:

…struggle reading difficult words [Jack]

I can’t read properly [Jeff ]

I can’t read things really high up [Phil]

The addition of the words “difficult” and “properly” and “really high up”, 
may have been intended to signal competence at a basic or functional level, 
reinforcing a sense of the stigma of being unable to read. It was apparent 
from the kinds of work that the participants were pursuing, the ways they 
were looking for work, or what they were doing outside of work, that all 
participants were able to read and write at some level. However, many had 
received additional support in school to help with reading and writing, which 
would have reinforced the sense of a connection between the label mild 
learning difficulties and their literacy skills.

The references to literacy skills could also be seen as an attempt by par-
ticipants to distance themselves from stigmatised ideas about learning dif-
ficulties and disabilities, and the label of disability, making a connection to 
a much broader section of the population since difficulties with reading and 
spelling ‘difficult’ words may be something shared with (non-disabled) family 
and friends (Rapley, Kiernan, and Antaki 1998). This may be reinforced by 
family and support workers aware of the stigma associated with mild learning 
difficulties. The risk is that it not only underplays the extent to which par-
ticipants struggled with literacy but may also imply that mild learning dif-
ficulties can be remediated straightforwardly by educational programmes.

When talking about experiences of work or looking for work, many par-
ticipants also referred to being forgetful, finding it difficult to concentrate 
and having problems understanding instructions:
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I have a job to understand things… I keep, you know, forgetting things [Jeff ]

…say “do three things”, I remember number one [Lillian]

Sometimes it makes focusing and concentrating incredibly difficult [Sam]

And some participants made connections between concentration, memory 
and anxiety:

When there’s too many tasks involved, it’s just too much [Ravina]

…when I get stressed I get muddled, and when I get muddled I get stressed 
[Robbie]

Participants’ talk also indicated an awareness of the stigma associated 
with these difficulties, relating to a sense that they signalled lower intelli-
gence. The concept of ‘intelligence’ as a characteristic that can be clearly 
tested is readily open to critique (Goodley 2017; Jenkins 2014; Simons 2000) 
but nevertheless remains highly influential (Goodley 2017), and the idea of 
below-average intelligence remains strongly stigmatised:

I won’t say anything, cos I think, oh god, they’ll think you’re thick [Louise]

I don’t always take instructions very well…I pretended I knew what he was talking 
about, but I never [Ravina]

I don’t want people to take the mick out of me and say “oh he’s got learning 
difficulties, oh he can’t do this, he can’t do that” [Ryan]

Participants were not only aware of the stigma associated with misun-
derstandings and forgetfulness, but also indicated some appreciation of their 
significance to employers. However, participants generally did not dwell on 
these aspects of employability when discussing what they might need to 
do to gain or retain work in the future, referring more to matters relating 
to teamwork and getting along with other people. This suggested a mismatch 
between participants’ priorities and concerns and those of employers given, 
that communication skills, memory skills, skills in interpreting instructions 
and responding to ambiguity, are increasingly seen as essential by employers, 
even for relatively ‘unskilled’ work such as cleaning.

For more than half of the participants (9 out of 16), their stressors also 
included social interaction, such as the way that they talked and their dif-
ficulties with conversational cues. Of these, five participants said that they 
talked ‘too much’, and that this resulted in negative reactions from others:

I never shut up half the time. People tell me all the time, “shut up, Jack, you’re 
talking too much” [Jack]

I did waffle on quite long, did kind of get on everybody’s nerves [Robbie]

Others referred to repeating themselves, again emphasising the impact 
on others:
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I’m conscious of irritating people, over the repetitive asking [Lillian]

These comments show that although participants were aware of the 
conversational ‘rules’ they were often unable to prevent themselves from 
breaking them. In similar vein, some participants referred to difficulties with 
humour, jokes and banter, both in terms of understanding and of being 
understood. The examples they gave related to work environments where 
they were expected to work as part of a team and where they were depen-
dent on the goodwill and support of co-workers, supervisors and managers. 
Getting it ‘wrong’ in these environments frequently resulted in exposure to 
complaint and bullying. As Sam put it:

Every time I don’t engage in social interaction I feel left out, but every time I do, 
it’s the wrong thing to do

As already noted, most participants highlighted issues relating to team-
work and getting on with co-workers and supervisors as priority areas for 
employers. However, those with the most work experience had gravitated 
away from work involving high levels of social interaction towards work 
that they could do in relative isolation, mostly cleaning. Such work tends 
to be low paid, offering few hours and unsocial hours, and on precarious 
contracts.

The fourth and final aspect of mild learning difficulties which participants 
discussed was ‘slowness’. Half of participants (8/16) directly referred to con-
cerns about being slow, or slower than others:

I’ll still do it, but it might take me a bit longer [Kevon, talking about work on a 
bad day]

We just going to be slower…we can do it, at us own pace [Louise]

bar work’s too fast for me [Ravina]

The significance of this emphasis of slowness goes beyond the idea of 
completing tasks over a longer time period. Speed is increasingly significant 
within the labour market, related to a long-term rise in work intensity and 
computerisation (Green et  al. 2018). Many participants indicated that being 
‘too slow’ was a major obstacle to gaining or retaining paid employment. 
Nevertheless, those who mentioned their slower speed of working suggested 
that this should be incorporated into working life, despite their experiences 
of negative reactions from employers, supervisors and co-workers. The result, 
in some instances, was continuing rejection by employers, or even individual 
offers to work extra time for no pay to ‘make up’ for slowness. The identi-
fication of slowness as part of their disability did not result in any benefits 
to individuals: participants were unable to negotiate any ‘reasonable adjust-
ments’ to their workloads except at their own cost.
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What difference does it make?

Participants were asked various questions to explore how their mild learning 
difficulties might relate to their experiences of employment and unemploy-
ment, and what effect identifying or not identifying as disabled might have 
on these experiences. These included questions about whether or not (and 
why) they would tell employers and potential employers about their mild 
learning difficulties. Participants were also asked how they felt their experi-
ences differed from those of siblings and peers who did not have mild 
learning difficulties.

Half of participants saw disclosure as preferable or even necessary and 
said they would tell employers about having mild learning difficulties. There 
were three broad reasons given for this: a desire for openness, a hope for 
support and a wish to manage expectations. Three participants related dis-
closure to a need for openness:

I can’t lie about it [Ryan]

This related to their earlier affirmative comments about mild learning 
difficulties being part of who they were:

That’s just me, I’m an honest person [Anthony].

For these participants, disclosure was signalled as part of their identity 
and essential to their relationships with others, regardless of whether or not 
their mild learning difficulties were ‘obvious’. In contrast, other participants 
said that they would probably only disclose if there was a prospect of gain-
ing support either at work or from employability service providers:

…my disability adviser was my regular job coach [Sergei]

Disclosure to Jobcentre Plus work coaches had the potential to result in 
a direct referral to a specialist service offering supportive advice and a 
greater probability of finding paid work experience, although some felt it 
made no difference:

I think they were just following the rules… it’s all about ticking boxes [Nick]

Employability services were generally expected to take a sympathetic view 
of the barriers that participants were facing, and to offer support and encour-
agement. However, this was not always the case:

I would try and explain to her I had learning disabilities and need help but “no, 
he’s a big boy he can do it himself” …she just didn’t care whether you had a 
disability or not [Jack]

In contrast, participants appeared to have much lower expectations about 
the effect of disclosure to employers and co-workers:
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I thought they’d be, go a little bit easy on me [Anthony]

…because I… told them, and then they tell me what to do… they show me what 
to do [Emily]

Moreover, participants who said they would disclose their mild learning 
difficulties to employers and co-workers mostly related disclosure to man-
aging the expectations of others, rather than in expectation of practical 
support:

It’s acceptance… that they have the ability to work round my disability [Lillian]

I always say I’ve got it… so they don’t think I’m being weird [Ravina]

More covering my own backside than anything else, cos if there’s a problem because 
of it and I haven’t told them… [Robbie]

Without an expectation or demand for support, this kind of disclosure 
appears to signal that the person with mild learning difficulties is anticipating 
that they will not meet the expectations of managers and co-workers. 
Disclosure becomes a way of forewarning of this shortfall. by disclosing, 
they were effectively signalling ‘do not expect too much of me’, or even ‘I 
am a liability’. It is therefore unsurprising that many participants decided 
against this kind of disclosure.

Of the eight participants who said they would not voluntarily disclose, 
only one directly identified as disabled. This was also the only participant 
who actively sought to distance himself from association with other people 
with mild learning difficulties, linking this to negative experiences of specialist 
schools:

I try to distance myself from people with learning disabilities…cos I have one and 
I don’t hold myself in high regard [Sergei]

However, although Sergei’s views were expressed in the strongest lan-
guage, seven other participants also indicated a preference for hiding or 
minimising their mild learning difficulties, saying either that they would not 
disclose, that they were unlikely to, or would only do so if directly asked:

I tried to hide it…because I didn’t want them to know cos I didn’t want them to 
make fun of me [Louise]

If I didn’t [tell them] then they might, I might have a good chance of being taken 
on [Phil]

If I put that down, they tend, they would probably tend to think of it as a neg-
ative [Tyler]

Participants also linked non-disclosure to concerns about not being 
believed or exposing themselves to accusations of being fake. This concern 
about being considered fake was also reflected in experiences of mild 
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learning difficulties being denied or doubted. In the most extreme case, one 
participant had repeatedly been told that she was not disabled, leaving her 
feeling afraid to work with others:

…people don’t believe me when I tell them about my disability…it serves no 
purpose, so I don’t tell people [Lillian]

…it was the fear that they weren’t going to believe me…the fear of discrimination 
[Lillian]

Despite – or perhaps because of – their reluctance to disclose an identity 
of disability, almost all participants thought that it was harder for them to 
find paid work than for their non-disabled or non-mild learning difficulties 
peer group or siblings.

Although participants clearly associated their mild learning difficulties with 
less favourable outcomes than their peers and siblings, they tended to focus 
more on their individual conditions and what they saw as individual limitations 
and failings, rather than collective experiences or social arrangements. This 
negative, individualistic focus also largely underpinned the way participants 
spoke about their expectations that they might get extra help and support. 
Only two of the participants offered an alternative focus, suggesting positive 
contributions people with mild learning difficulties might offer employers:

… it’s been quite a gift… because I can understand what it’s like to have it [Ravina, 
talking about working with people with learning disabilities in residential care]

Ravina’s use of the word “gift” was also echoed by Nick, who talked about 
autism as a “curse” but then also said it was a “blessing”, explaining that it 
meant he was more “focused” and “driven” than someone without an autistic 
spectrum condition. However, in general there was little indication that the 
participants enjoyed a positive appreciation of disability as “brilliant imper-
fection” (Clare 2017:57).

The majority of participants were at best ambivalent about claiming that 
they were disabled and most of the talk about disability had an individual-
istic focus. Where participants made reference to rights they referred to 
social and economic rights in principle, such as the right to decent conditions 
of work, more than to individual rights in practice, such as the right to 
compensation for discrimination. It is also pertinent to consider what was 
not said about rights.

Participants were specifically asked about policy proposals, reported in 
the national media (bloom 2017; Morris 2014), that disabled people might 
justifiably be paid less than the National Minimum Wage. Participants largely 
used the language of deservingness as a defence against such an idea, but 
also drew on a discourse of rights and discrimination. In doing so, partici-
pants highlighted a sense of mild learning difficulties as a condition or set 
of conditions outside their personal control:
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…we’re struggling more than everybody else, so we deserve, like, more rights 
[Emily]

I was born with that disability, I didn’t choose to have it, so it’s discrimination 
isn’t it? [Lillian]

…why should I be paid less for something I cannot control? [Robbie]

Although participants used the language of rights to reject the hypothet-
ical idea of being paid less than the National Minimum Wage, this contrasted 
with an almost complete absence of talk about their rights in relation to 
their actual experiences of barriers to paid employment, loss of welfare 
benefits or job loss. Only one participant had negotiated a change in her 
working conditions with direct reference to her mild learning difficulties, 
but this had involved adaptations by her, rather than by the employer, 
effectively ‘allowing’ her to spend more time on her work than she was 
contracted to do (or paid for). yet in view of her past experience of being 
denied even this form of adjustment, she noted:

…my bosses are far more understanding than they ever were at the last couple 
of jobs I’ve had [Lillian]

None of the participants had formally negotiated reasonable adjustments 
in a workplace, made applications to the Access to Work fund or sought 
advice about their employment rights. Only one participant mentioned join-
ing a trade union, and that same participant was the only one to directly 
refer to legal protections, which he had been informed about by a disability 
specialist employment support service:

with the like Discrimination Acts… the 2010, they can’t discriminate against me, 
they can’t say you’ve got autism, go away, don’t wanna hear about it… that’s really 
boosted my confidence [Robbie]

Discussion

The association of disability with physical and sensory impairments is 
deeply-rooted culturally, most commonly illustrated by the wheelchair or 
guide-dog symbols used to identify facilities and services for disabled people. 
This essentialist and debility-oriented view of ‘disabled’ is closely linked to 
the medical model of disability (barnes 2012; Scully 2002). UK government 
policy claims (for example in DWP and DoH 2017:33) a commitment to a 
social model view of disability (Oliver 2009). However, this does not translate 
into the way that employment, employability support, or out-of-work benefit 
provision is presented and perceived. Participants’ talk about disability as 
physical or sensory impairment was consistent with their experience of being 
denied access to services and disability benefits.
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Although only one participant overtly drew a distinction between having 
a disability and being disabled, other participants indicated something similar 
in their ambivalent comments, and this was also reflected in the way par-
ticipants talked about disclosing their mild learning difficulties to others, 
including to employers. This could be interpreted as uncertainty about the 
significance of their impairments or uncertainty about wishing to embrace 
a stigmatised identity. Such uncertainty fits with the social context of deval-
uing, neglecting and stigmatising disability in general and cognitive disability 
in particular (Goodley 2017; Kafer 2013; Jenkins 1998).

Negative social attitudes towards disability reinforce the exclusion of 
disabled people from economic and social resources. However, it also rein-
forces and is reinforced by the rationing of resources to those who are 
deemed ‘disabled enough’ (Roulstone and Prideaux 2012). In that sense, 
participants’ ambivalence also suggested an acceptance that the label ‘dis-
abled’ should exclude them because they did not deserve to be included 
within a term that was associated with entitlements to services and benefits. 
This acceptance was reinforced by their actual exclusion from these entitle-
ments and the withdrawal of entitlements following welfare state assessments.

by identifying the impact of mild learning difficulties as an individual 
functional limitation, participants’ views were aligned with the direction of 
Government employment policies which regard disability as an individual 
deficiency to be addressed, for example, by offering training courses and 
confidence-building exercises. In this context, most participants were clear 
that disclosure could make them less likely to be hired, because employers 
would see mild learning difficulties as a negative factor; or make them less 
likely to thrive in the workplace, because co-workers would be unwelcoming. 
They recognised the barriers to employment that they faced in relation to 
their mild learning difficulties and were open to the idea of additional sup-
port. However, their rejection of the idea of disclosure appeared to indicate 
a sense that employers’ and co-workers’ prejudice about what it means to 
have mild learning difficulties was the biggest barrier of all, outweighing 
any potential benefits from disclosure.

The link between the way disabled and unemployed people talk about 
themselves and the dominant media “scapegoating of the disabled” (Ryan 
2019:3) and discourses of “scroungerphobia” (Patrick 2017:145) has been 
widely documented. When employers and co-workers hear claims for rea-
sonable adjustments and additional support from people with mild learning 
difficulties the consequences may be disadvantageous whether accepted or 
rejected. Accepted claims that result in financial or other forms of redistrib-
utive consequences may “stigmatize the disadvantaged” (Fraser 1995:86) in 
contrast to cultural depictions of disabled people as extraordinary or heroic 
(Grue 2015) and the valorisation of the “autonomous reflexive individual self” 
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(Davies 1998:124). Conversely, rejected claims may reinforce “social general-
ization about the epistemic trustworthiness” of the speaker (Fricker 2009:32), 
drawing on stereotypes about “disability and ability, incapability and capa-
bility, impairment and normality, learning disabilities and learning abilities” 
(Goodley 2017:126) that underpin the construction of disability as deficiency.

Conclusion

People with mild learning difficulties are constantly faced with the risk that 
disclosure, whether intentional or unintentional, is met with prejudice, dis-
crimination and exclusion. The way the participants in this study talked 
about disability and disclosure of their learning difficulties illustrates an 
ever-shifting balance of consequences.

Official recognition of learning disability through access to social care 
services, or as a possible response to self-identification, is likely to exclude 
the majority of people with mild learning difficulties. Their experiences 
expose how government policy is based on an inadequate conceptualisation 
of disability.
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