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Association for Real Change, Northern Ireland (ARC NI) is an umbrella body, representing 36 
providers of learning disability services.  Members include statutory, voluntary and private 
organisations, all of whom provide a range of services to the learning disability population.  
ARC NI welcomes the opportunity of responding to this consultation.  

 

 THEME ONE: Supporting people into employment 
ARC NI welcomes the targeted support and development for employment of people with 
disabilities.  As a lead umbrella organisation in the learning disability sector, ARC (NI) 
advocates the right for people with a learning disability to have equitable opportunities to 
employment and career development. In order for this to be achieved it is necessary for 
there to be a specific strategy working with and for people with learning disability who 
remain an underrepresented group within the economy and job market. In addressing the 
barriers that people with disabilities face there must be active engagement and direct 
dialogue with people with learning disability. They are best placed for determining what is 
lacking in the current supported employment provision. 

Access to training materials, courses and mainstream teaching remains an issue raised by 
people with a learning disability. It is their voices which need to be heard loudest in 
determining the additional support requirements and training that needs to be 
implemented within each of the suggested sources. The Personal Employment Action Plans 
are a significant and welcome proposal. It is vital to tackle the issue of duplication faced by 
people with a learning disability. It is not appropriate, nor constructive for an individual to 
be on a hamster wheel of courses. Additionally, double funding is a known barrier for 
people with a learning disability and the multifaceted wraparound support they may require 
from different organisations but are unable to avail of as organisations are under the same 
funding stream.  

ARC (NI) firmly supports the strategic objective of progressing people with a learning 
disability into paid employment. This emphasis on paid employment is a crucial factor as 
people with a learning disability are consistently utilised in an unpaid/volunteer capacity in 
the work place – in many cases for years without any progression towards paid 
employment. It is welcomed that the DEL Strategy seeks to rectify this inequitable situation. 
There is significant work being implemented in the voluntary and community sector to 
upskill and develop employability for people with a learning disability, this is the opportunity 
to drive forward genuine change throughout the job market within the North of Ireland to 
maximise the resources available within the underrepresented group of learning disability.  

Within the objective of progression to paid employment, it is paramount that a key focus 
must be on person centred progression pathways and as such, ARC NI recommends the 
strategy must also incorporate innovative support for the most complex learning 
disabilities so that each individual within Northern Ireland is being given equitable 
opportunity to become economically active. The strategy states the aim of collaborative 
and cohesive working.  ARC NI members offer a diverse range of service support for people 
with a learning disability and share best practice through the work streams meeting. It is 
about creating choice for people with a learning disability. 

The Supported Employment Model is a great opportunity for the Department to generate 
real change of employment prospects for people with a learning disability, provided it is 



enacted with the knowledge and guidance put forward by those it seeks to support. The 
Model must be developed by people with disabilities in order to ensure that it is covering 
the support needs of all forms of disability. It is not sufficient to take the advice of 
organisations working with and for people with disabilities. Naturally, the structure must be 
based on a multifaceted approach, including service providers but most importantly taking 
the factual employment experiences of people with disabilities.  Furthermore, embedding 
the Supported Employment Model will require significant societal change, this necessitates 
collaborative awareness raising campaigns.  

There must be sustainability within the Model, and there needs to be room for it to evolve. 
As such, it is important to note that the Benefits system is often viewed as a deterrent and 
barrier in its own right to people with disabilities gaining employment, as such, it is 
necessary for the Department and this strategy to actively engage in dialogue and reform to 
facilitate employment opportunities working in conjunction with the benefits system. There 
must be strong collaboration between these areas of governance.  Furthermore, as 
mentioned above, the third sector has a history of supported employment ventures working 
with individuals and their support network for identifying opportunities to upskill and 
maintain work. It is unclear how the role of the Supported Employment Officer will be 
offering support that isn’t already being met by organisations within the voluntary and 
statutory sector.  ARC NI recommends greater clarity needs to be provided in this area. 

Whilst it is important to ensure that a robust system is in place for the Supported 
Employment Model, of which, monitoring and evaluation will play a vital role, nonetheless, 
the reality and personal circumstances of each individual must not be lost amidst 
bureaucratic tick box exercises for hitting targets. Person centred practice must be 
embedded within the Strategy in order to create sustainable widespread societal change. 
ARC NI recommends the target should be that all individuals with a learning disability 
living throughout the North of Ireland are being provided access routes and person 
centred action plans to progression, in order to explore and achieve their full economic 
capability, not simply set numbers to be ticked through a system. 

 

 THEME TWO: Job Retention and Career Progression 
It is an irrefutable fact that people with learning disability face significant barriers to 
employment. These barriers can be connected to the previous institutionalisation model 
that people with a learning disability were subject to, embedded by the societal 
preconceived idea of the capabilities and interests of people with learning disabilities. The 
Department should not underestimate the depth and impact of the ideology of what people 
with a learning disability should and should not be supported to achieve. Furthermore, 
disillusionment and lack of choice creates a significant barrier within individuals themselves, 
who therefore struggle with aspiration and motivation for employment.  

Stories of individuals with a learning disability advancing to significant heights in the 
employment sector is the exception not the rule. There is the effect of institutionalisation 
and a lack of aspiration for employment, therefore there must be earlier intervention and 
supported career planning. ARC NI advocates that working with schools will be vital for 
this work to be embedded. ARC NI is currently talking with the Education Authority 
regarding a model to map out options as part of transition work for young people with a 



learning disability.  This looks at opportunities, choice and multiple routes to study, 
employment and general day activity. ARC NI recommends cross-departmental groups 
continue to tackle these issues collaboratively.  Therefore, integration needs to be a 
fundamental and driving ethos of the Strategy. 

ARC NI advocates the key focus for assisting disabled people to stay in employment is 
action plans based on person centred planning. Ensuring that the individuals with a 
learning disability feel part of the business as a professional and social equal to the other 
employees is paramount. This will involve not only appropriate and adequate supported 
employment in relation to the person with a learning disability, but also appropriate and 
adequate training for the staff members. It is about integration and team building. Parent 
and Carer engagement will be an important part of sustaining employment for people with 
a learning disability.  

Awareness raising is vital. ARC NI supports the proposal to promote the current services 
available to employers and employees as we feel increasing public knowledge is vital for 
engaging employers to become equal opportunity businesses and also for people with a 
learning disability to become aware of the choices available to them. Raising the profile and 
awareness of employment retention services and programmes also increases accountability 
which in turn serves to improve best practice.  ARC NI however strongly recommends 
promotion and advertising should represent the full and diverse portfolio containing 
information on all service providers. 

 

 THEME THREE: Employers 
It is paramount that people with disabilities are leading the change. It is the individuals 
themselves who know the full story – they are the ones who live it. The Strategy cannot 
succeed without people with a learning disability educating the public and sharing their 
stories, perspectives and ideas for employment. ARC NI recommends that providing 
employers with the opportunity to speak with and learn the experiences and aspirations 
of people with a learning disability, will assist in breaking down the stigma and 
preconceived ideas. 

ARC NI acknowledges the usefulness of having a portfolio of options available, and to 
document best practice approaches to recruitment. This will require genuine discussion and 
implementation of the views of people with a learning disability. ARC NI advocates the need 
for a live model that evolves and develops when new issues and support needs occur. The 
one-stop-shop service in theory could expedite employer engagement and training for 
employment opportunities. However, ensuring the service is the highest standard and 
remains up-to-date and cutting edge will be vital. 

Organisations and individuals have made major in-roads with different businesses who have 
adopted an equal opportunities approach to employment and worked to welcome and 
develop the contribution of people with a learning disability within their workplace. 
Diversifying the portfolio of businesses engaged in supporting employment of people with 
learning disabilities is a welcome proposal. ARC NI recommends however, to further 
strengthen this, employers need training delivered by people with learning disability to 
understand how they can best support them. This should include training on time 



management, formatting instructions and daily tasks and integrating people with learning 
disability into the wider business team. 

Naturally a major employment event would raise awareness and provide people with a 
learning disability the opportunity to assess in person what employment options are 
available to them. There would need to be engagement and interaction with employers to 
firstly, gather as diverse a range of businesses as possible and furthermore, to provide initial 
recruitment training for businesses. ARC NI suggests that the Strategy builds towards 
enhancing and enabling participation of people with disabilities at mainstream 
employment recruitment drives where there are a plethora of alternative forms of 
employment, rather than bespoke targeted events. It is not about “suitable” jobs, it is 
about providing access to all sectors and areas for employment, genuine choice is the key 
aim to be achieved. 

 

 THEME FOUR: Research and Development 
ARC NI recommends working with people with disabilities to research and create training 
resources and portfolio for employers must be the key focal point for the Strategy. It is 
also paramount that the Department engages with all organisations working with people 
with learning disability on employment. It is about finding all work that is being done 
regardless of the size or public wherewithal in order to establish best practice guidelines. 
The Strategy should further prioritise the collating of data for a definitive list for what 
businesses in Northern Ireland currently engage in supported employment of people with 
learning disabilities.  

Furthermore,  evaluation is vital to any change and development, however, how will the 
proposed research into issues faced by people with disabilities uncover different 
information from the knowledge and information already being put forward by people with 
a learning disability either directly or through service providers in the disability sector? 
Research for research sake is wasting resources and time, the barriers are known – 
addressing those that are known needs solution focused action, with an adaptability for 
addressing any subsequent barriers that arise.   ARC NI agrees that the only way this will be 
possible is through active dialogue with people with learning disability. 

 THEME FIVE: Strategic partnership and engagement 
 ARC NI champions that all documents and information relating to this Strategy must be 
available in fully accessible formats for all forms of disability, including easy read. People 
have the right to equitable access to information and as such the Department must give 
adequate time and resources to formatting documents being released to the public.  

The practicalities and expense of issuing documents and information booklets will be a 
barrier to this, as such, it is about finding central hubs for information that people with 
learning disability know they can contact through the means best suited to their needs and 
situation ie via telephone, mail and internet. ARC NI advocates face to face focus groups as 
a suitable method of engagement.  Community based review meetings are a recommended 
form of consultation, it is about going to where the people are, and making it easy for them 
to attend seminars, consultation events and focus groups. For the Strategy to succeed, it 
needs to gather information and evaluation from each community. 



It must be a fundamental clause that the Forum is inclusive of the full range of disabilities 
that people live with in Northern Ireland. People with disabilities must be leading and 
managing the Stakeholder Forum. Tokenistic measures of having “representation” is 
insufficient, people with disabilities have the experience and knowledge of what is needed. 
The Forum should set the benchmark for societal change whereby it shows that the 
Department is listening to and acting on the advice and guidance of those this strategy aims 
to support. It is for the people with disabilities to establish which individuals and 
organisations will make the most meaningful contribution to the Forum and thereby 
systemic change that is being sought.  ARC NI facilitates a group of self-advocating adults 
with learning disabilities called ‘Telling It Like It Is’ (TILII).  ARC NI recommends DEL formally 
request TILII considering representation on their Disability Employment Stakeholder 
Forum.   

 


