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Disability rights in the UK 
 

The law in the UK protects disabled people from being placed at a disadvantage. Many 
organisations such as employers and service providers have a duty to make ‘reasonable 
adjustments’ to make sure they are not discriminating against disabled people. 

For example, employers have to have the right facilities and equipment for disabled workers. In 
housing, landlords have to allow you make disability-related improvements to a property. Service 
providers have to make reasonable adjustments to allow disabled people to use a public service. 

Are you disabled? 

People with many medical conditions, who might not even see themselves as having a disability, 
are protected by law from disability discrimination. 

The definition of a disability is a physical or mental impairment that has a substantial adverse and 
long-term effect on a person’s ability to carry out normal day-to-day activities. 

For example: 

 Diseases such as cancer or multiple sclerosis are treated as disabilities. 

 Some conditions might be treated as a disability, depending on the effects they have on your 
daily life. Examples include problems with your sight or hearing. 

 Conditions where the effects vary over time might be treated as a disability. For example, 
osteoarthritis or rheumatoid arthritis.  

 Conditions which affect certain organs might be treated as a disability. For example, heart 
disease, learning disabilities or mental health conditions. 

 Past disabilities count as a disability if they have a long-term effect on your ability to carry out 
normal day-to-day activities. 

 Drug addiction doesn't count as a disability but conditions which are caused by addiction - for 
example, liver disease or depression, could be a disability. 

Reasonable adjustments 

Disabled people have the right to ask for reasonable adjustments when they are placed at a 
substantial disadvantage due to their disability. Employers, service providers, education providers 
etc. have a duty to make reasonable adjustments for disabled people. 
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Organisations have to make sure that disabled people can use their services. They have to 
anticipate the needs of potential disabled customers and make reasonable adjustments to: 

 the way they operate 

 the physical environment they operate in 

 the things they should be providing to make using the service easier. 

What are reasonable adjustments? 

When deciding whether an adjustment is reasonable an organisation can consider: 

 how effective the change will be in assisting disabled people 

 whether it can actually be done 

 the cost, and 

 the organisation’s resources and size. 

If an adjustment is reasonable, the person or organisation providing it must pay for it. As a 
disabled person, even if you have asked for the adjustment, you must not be asked to pay for it. 

Making reasonable adjustments is a continuing duty. It is not something that simply needs to be 
considered once only and then forgotten. 

Examples of reasonable adjustments: 

 Allowing a wheelchair user to work on the ground floor only. 

 Providing a special keyboard for an employee who has arthritis. 

 Arranging facilities for blind employees to be accompanied by their assistance dog. 

Disability at work 

If you’re disabled you have the same rights as other workers. 

Employers should make reasonable adjustments to help disabled employees and job-applicants 
with: 

 application forms, e.g. providing forms in Braille, audio formats 

 aptitude tests, e.g. giving extra time to complete the tests 

 dismissal, redundancy, discipline and grievances 

 interview arrangements, e.g. wheelchair access, communicator support 

 making sure the workplace has the right facilities and equipment for disabled workers or 
someone offered a job 

 promotion, transfer and training opportunities 

 terms of employment, including pay 

 work-related benefits like access to recreational or refreshment facilities 

Employers must consider making reasonable adjustments for a disabled employee or job 
applicant when: 

 they becomes aware of someone’s disability or they are asked to make adjustments  



The project is funded by the Rights, Equality and Citizenship (REC) Programme of the European Union. 
 

 

 a disabled employee is having difficulty with any part of their job 

 an employee's sickness record or delay in returning to work is linked to their disability. 

Access to Work grant 

An Access to Work grant can pay for practical support if you have a disability, health or mental 
health condition. It is aimed to help you start working, stay in work, or move into self-employment 
or start a business. 

How much you get depends on your circumstances. The money doesn’t have to be paid back and 
will not affect your other benefits. The grant can pay for things like special equipment, travel to 
work or disability awareness training for your colleagues. 

Access to Work grants are only available if the employer is based in England, Scotland or Wales.  

Contact Access to Work: 

 atwosu.london@dwp.gsi.gov.uk 
 0345 268 8489  
 0345 608 8753 (Textphone) 

Taking matters further to the Employment Tribunal 

If you feel you’ve been discriminated against at work you should talk to your employer first to try 
to sort out the matter informally. 

If you cannot resolve the case or you have been dismissed, you can take the matter further to an 
Employment Tribunal. 

Employment Tribunals are courts that deal with disputes such as unpaid wages, unfair dismissal, 
discrimination, disciplinary procedures and grievances. 

Before you can go to an Employment Tribunal, you must contact Acas (Advisory, Conciliation and 
Arbitration Service - an organisation that helps with work problems) to inform them of your claim. 
You’ll be offered the chance to try and settle the dispute without going to tribunal. If you can’t 
reach an agreement through Acas, you can then take your claim to an Employment Tribunal. 

It is important to think very carefully about what your chances of success will be before you decide 
to go ahead: 

 Claims which look unlikely to have a chance of winning will be thrown out at an early stage. 

 You also have to pay a set of fees to make your claim, unless you're getting certain benefits or 
are on a low income. 

 If you need a legal professional to represent you, you will have to pay their fees. 

 You are likely to get the fees back if your claim is successful, but this is not guaranteed. 

There is a time limit of 3 months minus 1 day from the date of the event you are complaining 
about and when you need to file your claim at the Tribunal. 

Acas Helpline: 

 0300 123 1100 (England) 
 0300 123 1150 (Scotland) 
 http://www.acas.org.uk/ 

mailto:atwosu.london@dwp.gsi.gov.uk
http://www.acas.org.uk/
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Disability in housing 

If you’re disabled, your landlord must make reasonable changes to the tenancy agreement if it 
makes it impossible or difficult for you to live in the property. Landlords who don't make 
reasonable changes are discriminating against you as a disabled person and they are breaking 
the law. What's reasonable will depend on the circumstances but, for example, your landlord must 
agree to you making disability-related improvements to the property or allowing you to have an 
assistance dog. 

A landlord can also be required to make reasonable adjustments to the premises. The changes 
cannot be structural but could include the provision of a door entry system or sound insulation.  

Disability in public services 

If you are a disabled person you have the same right as other people to use a public service. The 
service must make reasonable adjustments to help you do that. 

For example: 

 You might need information in Braille or electronically but only written information is 
available. 

 You might be kept waiting for long periods of time, even though your condition makes this 
difficult or painful for you. 

 You might be expected to discuss your health condition in an open-plan office. 

Asking for a reasonable adjustment in public services 

You should tell the service provider about the difficulties you face when using the service. You 
could even suggest a reasonable way to overcome the barrier. It is up to the organisation to find 
the answer and decide if it is reasonable for them. 

Make sure you keep a record of your request. This will allow you or your adviser to make a 
complaint if requested adjustments are not made. 

If a service provider asks you about your disability, they should consider issues of dignity and 
privacy and make sure that personal information is dealt with confidentially. 

Making a complaint if a reasonable adjustment is not made 

You should complain to the public service provider in the first place. 

Complaining to a service provider that doesn’t make reasonable adjustments is one way to 
improve services for everyone. It is important to make it clear that you are complaining about 
discrimination under the Equality Act 2010. 

If you remain dissatisfied you can refer your complaint to an Independent Case Examiner or go to 
court. 
 https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/independent-case-examiner 

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/independent-case-examiner
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Dealing with discrimination 

If you believe someone has unlawfully discriminated against you or harassed or victimised you, 
there are three things you can do: 

 firstly, complain directly to the person or organisation 

 ask someone else to help you sort it out 

 make a claim in court. 

You don’t have to have complained directly to the person or organisation before going to court 
but it may be a good idea. 

Making a claim in court may be demanding on your time and emotions, and may also be costly 
(especially if you don’t win). There may be better ways to sort out your complaint - you should 
always get legal advice before making a claim. 

If you do decide to make a claim in court, you need to tell the court within 6 months of what 
happened.  

Reporting hate crime 

Hate crime is abuse such as name-calling, threats of violence or physical attacks. It might be 
directly to you, by phone and text messages or online (for example, on Facebook or Twitter). It 
might be done to you or to your home or other property. It could be malicious complaints, for 
example over parking, smells or noise. 

Hate crime is under-reported. By reporting disability hate crime you are helping your local police 
to get a better picture of disability hate crime in your area. 

Ways to report hate crime 

 In an emergency call 999 or 112. 

 Contact your local police. Call 101 or visit your local police station. 

 Report it online: 
 http://www.report-it.org.uk/your_police_force (England) 
 http://www.hatecrimescotland.org/report-it/centres/ (Scotland) 
 http://www.reporthate.victimsupport.org.uk/ (Wales) 

 Get help from organisations such as Citizens Advice Bureau, Community Voluntary Services or 
Stop Hate UK ( 0800 138 1625 – only covers certain parts of the UK) 

 Crimestoppers (free, confidential reporting service): 
 www.crimestoppers-uk.org 
 0800 555111 

Disability and benefits 

The main benefits you can get as a disabled person are: 

Employment and Support Allowance 

You may be able to get Employment and Support Allowance (ESA) if you can’t work because of 
illness or disability. 

http://www.report-it.org.uk/your_police_force
http://www.hatecrimescotland.org/report-it/centres/
http://www.reporthate.victimsupport.org.uk/
http://www.stophateuk.org/
http://www.crimestoppers-uk.org/
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How to claim: 

The quickest way to apply is by phoning the ESA Contact Centre: 

 0800 055 6688 
 0800 023 4888 (Textphone) 

As part of your claim, you will be asked to complete a Work Capability Assessment. In most cases, 
you won’t be eligible for ESA if you are found capable of doing some work after your Work 
Capability Assessment. 

Personal Independence Payment 

Personal Independence Payment (PIP) is a tax-free benefit for people aged 16 to 64 to help with 
the extra costs caused by long term ill-health or a disability. 

How to claim: 

Call the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) to make a new Personal Independence 
Payment (PIP) claim if you’re in England, Scotland or Wales.  

 0800 917 2222 
 0800 917 7777 (Textphone) 

You will be sent a form to fill in and return to the DWP. 

Jobseeker’s Allowance 

If your disability does not fully restrict your ability to work and you are looking for a job you can 
apply for Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA). 

Jobseeker’s Allowance may be your only option if you have been turned down for Employment 
and Support Allowance (ESA) because you have been assessed as capable of doing some work. 

You will be asked to sign a jobseeker’s agreement which says what you are expected to do to find 
work. If you can’t stick to this agreement you could get sanctioned – including getting your benefit 
stopped. 

It is important to make sure you ask for reasonable adjustments in your jobseekers agreement so 
that you aren’t expected to take jobs which are impossible for you because of your disability. 

You can agree with Jobcentre Plus that you won’t be available for work as long as the restrictions 
(e.g. pay, hours, travel time, type of work) are reasonable given your physical or mental 
condition. 

If you refuse a job offer where the hours of work or other conditions of the job are beyond your 
agreed restrictions, you won’t generally have your benefit payments stopped or reduced (this is 
called sanctions). 

How to avoid sanctions (for Jobseekers) 

When you claim Jobseeker’s Allowance, Jobcentre Plus will assign you a personal adviser and ask 
you to sign a jobseeker’s agreement to look for work.  

 Be as confident as you can be when negotiating your jobseeker’s agreement – take a friend or 
relative for support if possible. 
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 Make sure that your agreement is realistic and takes into account any health conditions or 
disabilities. 

 Make an official complaint if your adviser won’t reach an agreement with you. 

 Make sure the personal adviser knows about any health conditions or disabilities. Give full 
details in writing. 

 Don’t be late for appointments. 

 Always ask for everything in writing. If something is agreed over the telephone, write or email 
confirming it. Keep every bit of paper, text and email you receive - you might need them as 
evidence. Record every telephone call if you can.  

 If you think Jobcentre Plus are asking you to do something unreasonable, make a complaint 
immediately. Don’t let staff discourage you from complaining. 

 If you think you have been unfairly threatened with a sanction, or actually sanctioned, 
immediately complain in writing to your MP’s office. 

 If you are unfairly sanctioned, appeal against the decision. There is a very high success rate for 
appeals. 

 Personal advisers will never ask if you had a good reason for breaking your agreement so 
always tell them in writing. 

 Good reason for breaking your agreement include: a medical appointment; caring 
responsibilities; transport problems; unreasonably high travelling or childcare costs. 

 Due to the Right to Reside test, you may not qualify for Employment and Support Allowance. 
So always seek advice before ending your JSA claim or switching to ESA. 

How to take action against the Department for Work and Pensions 

If you can’t keep to your jobseeker’s agreement because of sickness or disability and Jobcentre 
Plus refuse to make a reasonable adjustment, get advice about suing immediately. 

Don’t delay. There is still Legal Aid (help to meet the costs of legal advice) available for 
discrimination cases. 

Examples of discrimination could include: 

 being forced to travel long distances by public transport when you have a mental health 
condition that makes this distressing for you 

 being forced to attend appointments in the late afternoon even though you suffer from severe 
fatigue 

 being expected to discuss your health condition in an open-plan office 

Use the Civil Legal Advice gateway to find out if you are eligible for Legal Aid and to get help with 
bringing a claim: 
England:  https://checklegalaid.service.gov.uk/ 
Scotland:  http://www.slab.org.uk/public/civil/calculator/index.html 

 

This material has been produced with the financial support of the Rights, Equality and Citizenship (REC) Programme of 
the European Union. The contents of this publication are the sole responsibility of Law Centres Network and can in no 
way be taken to reflect the views of the European Commission. 
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