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About RNID and DeafATW 
RNID (Royal National Institute for Deaf People) 
represents the 18 million people in the UK 
who are deaf, have hearing loss or tinnitus, 
including 9 million who are of working age 
(between 18 to 65). RNID currently runs 
national campaigns, undertakes research, 
and provides employees and employers with 
information, free resources and training to 
help inform and educate about the types of 
support required for deaf people and people 
with hearing loss or tinnitus to have equal 
access and thrive in the workplace.

DeafATW is a voluntary information, support 
and campaign resource for deaf and deafblind 
people and BSL interpreters navigating the 
Access to Work scheme. Its founder co-
chairs the Access to Work Stakeholder Forum 
for England and supports individuals with 
casework.
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Executive summary
Access to Work is a Government scheme that can 
pay for adjustments to help disabled people get 
into or stay in work, including deaf and deafblind 
people and people with hearing loss. The scheme 
is intended to enable equal participation in 
employment by funding the communication 
support, equipment, and adjustments needed 
to participate at work. For many deaf British 
Sign Language (BSL) users, it is the only route to 
securing high-cost communication support such as 
BSL interpreters for communicating at work. 

These are findings from a joint RNID and DeafATW 
survey (n=358) conducted between December 
2025 and January 2026, which examines recent 
experiences of Access to Work users who are deaf, 
deafblind or have hearing loss. Results show that 
while Access to Work continues to be a vital service 
that helps many people stay in employment, 
serious operational failures, inaccessible 
processes, and new restrictions and reductions 
to awards are limiting deaf people’s ability 
to work, progress, and participate fully in 
employment. 

The findings raise concerns about the extent to 
which Access to Work is currently meeting its core 
purpose: for deaf people and people with hearing 
loss to overcome workplace barriers that arise 
from their disability and be included at work.



3rnid.org.uk

Key headlines

Access to Work helps people stay in work when 
support is delivered effectively.
•	 Nearly three quarters (73%) of respondents 
	 and 76% of BSL users say their latest award  
	 helped them stay in work, and 7% of both  
	 groups say their award allowed them to start a  
	 new job.
•	 People describe the scheme as transformative  
	 when delivered well, enabling equal  
	 participation in meetings, decision-making,  
	 client work, management, and professional  
	 development.

Award reductions at renewal 
•	 Over one third (37%) of BSL users say their  
	 award changed at renewal despite no change  
	 in work or access needs. People report  
	 reductions in funding and new restrictions  
	 such as fixed weekly hour limits with no  
	 flexibility to carry unused hours between  
	 periods, making it harder to match support to  
	 fluctuating work demands.
•	 Half (50%) of BSL users whose award changed  
	 at renewal report that they did not receive a  
	 written explanation for these changes, leaving  
	 people unclear about why their support had  
	 been reduced.
•	 Cuts to awards have direct consequences:  
	 many BSL users say they attend fewer work  
	 meetings or events (37%) and have missed out  
	 on training and development opportunities  
	 (41%) due to their award being reduced.

Nearly three quarters (73%) of respondents 
and 76% of BSL users say their latest award 

helped them stay in work

Over one third (37%) 
of BSL users say 
their award changed 
at renewal despite 
no change in work 
or access needs.

Half (50%) of BSL 
users whose award 
changed at renewal 
report that they did 
not receive a written 
explanation for 
these changes

•	 Access to Work’s explanation is that they  
	 assess renewal applications as if they were  
	 new applications, and reductions are the  
	 result of applying the existing Access to Work  
	 staff guidance more consistently.  They  
	 describe these as operational corrections  
	 rather than policy change.

Significant delays are leaving people without 
the support they need.
•	 37% of respondents waited four months  
	 or longer for a decision; 13% waited over 10  
	 months.
•	 Renewal delays often create support gaps,  
	 leaving people unable to book interpreters  
	 and so unable to work on a par with their  
	 hearing colleagues for months.

The scheme is not meeting basic accessibility 
standards for BSL users and many are 
experiencing a poor quality of service.
•	 Almost half (46%) of all respondents rate  
	 their overall experience with their case  
	 manager as ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’.
•	 Around one‑third (32%) say their  
	 communication needs were rarely or never  
	 met by Access to Work during the process,  
	 and 22% were not given the reasonable  
	 adjustments they requested. 
•	 Access to Work offers interpreting over a  
	 Video Relay Service but does not translate  
	 any of their written English communications  
	 into BSL. 

73% 76%
37%

50%
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Introduction
Access to Work is a government scheme that 
funds workplace adjustments beyond employers’ 
legal obligations under the Equality Act, such 
as communication support or assistive devices. 
Access to Work plays a vital role in providing BSL 
interpreters and other forms of communication 
support to enable deaf and deafblind people and 
people with hearing loss to enter, remain and 
thrive in work. Communication support enables 
deaf people and people with hearing loss to 
interact with hearing colleagues, customers or 
clients at work, for example, providing British 
Sign Language (BSL) interpreters. 

We estimate nearly half of people who are in 
employment and whose main or first language 
is BSL receive support through Access to Work.1 
The Census shows 5,600 people who use BSL 
as their main language are in work across 
England and Wales. Access to Work supports 
3,210 people with BSL interpretation in Scotland, 
England and Wales.23 Deaf people and people 
with hearing loss are the third largest user group 
and recipients of the scheme’s largest proportion 
of funding, mostly due to the costs of British 
Sign Language (BSL) interpretation. Without 
access to interpreters, BSL users are excluded 
from workplaces where tasks and interactions in 
spoken and written English are not accessible to 
them.

Two separate issues motivated RNID and 
DeafAtW to conduct this survey. Firstly, there 
are ongoing operational issues with Access to 
Work. Following a sharp increase in demand and 
record numbers of people receiving support, 
the scheme’s outdated infrastructure and 
inefficient processes were exposed by pushing 
the system beyond where manual procedures 
and workarounds could cope. The scheme 
has experienced extreme processing delays 
and had a continuous backlog of over 60,000 
claims across 2025-26.4 People are waiting 
unacceptable times for their application, renewal 
or review, or invoices to be paid. This has led to 
gaps in support and left people and businesses 
out of pocket. Over the past year, we have heard 
numerous reports from scheme users about 
changes to the way the service operates, with 
many people reporting unexplained restrictions 
or reductions in their award. We wanted to 
understand the scale of these problems and the 
impact that they are having on those who use 
the Access to Work scheme.

Secondly, the Government set out their intention 
to undertake substantive reforms of the Access 
to Work scheme in the 2025 Pathways to Work 
Green Paper alongside their aim to achieve an 
ambitious 80% employment rate. Tackling the 
backlog of Access to Work claims was a 2024 
Labour manifesto commitment, and since the 
election the Government has committed an extra 
£1 billion in Pathways to Work funding to deliver 
tailored employment support for disabled people 
and those with long-term conditions. However, 
the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 
have stated that despite the need for substantial 
reform the funding available for Access to Work 
is fixed, as that they are unable to evidence the 
impact and justify further spending. 

In 2025, a public consultation was held on 
reform and a Collaboration Committee on Access 
to Work was created to gather feedback. RNID 
participated in the Collaboration Committee 
and, along with DeafATW, have engaged with 
Ministers and civil servants from DWP and 
advocated for changes to the scheme that will 
better support deaf people and people with 
hearing loss. While we accept the good faith 
in which Government is approaching these 
reforms, we have been concerned by the lack of 
evidence and data available on which reforms 
might be based. We therefore wanted to provide 
evidence which can demonstrate the benefits 
of the support that Access to Work provides 
and also highlight the barriers that could be 
created for people who are deaf, deafblind, or 
have hearing loss, if the reforms create a system 
which does not meet their needs.   

Based on our findings, urgent change is 
required to address:
•	 Reductions in funding and restrictions  
	 to awards, often without consultation or  
	 explanation, which result in a lack of  
	 sufficient support for deaf BSL users in work
•	 The operational failures that prevent  
	 effective delivery of the scheme, which  
	 include extreme delays, poor quality of  
	 service, and inaccessible processes and  
	 routes for communication

We are calling on the Government to develop 
the reforms needed to make Access to Work 
accessible for deaf and deafblind people and 
people with hearing loss, and ensure the 
system reflects lived experience and genuinely 
works for those who need it.
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1 Written Parliamentary Question UIN 70073, tabled on 22 July 2025. Available at: https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-
questions/detail/2025-07-22/70073 
2 RNID’s analysis of the 2021 Census.
3 Department for Work and Pensions, “Access to Work statistics: April 2007 to March 2025”. Last updated 29 January 2026. Available at: Access to 
Work statistics: April 2007 to March 2025 - GOV.UK.
4 National Audit Office, “The Access to Work scheme”, 6 Feb 2026. Available at: https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/the-access-
to-work-scheme.pdf

Method
The survey was conducted in December 2025 to 
January 2026 and completed by 358 people who 
are deaf, deafblind or have hearing loss who 
interacted with Access to Work after 1 October 
2024. We asked about experiences from this date 
onwards to ensure the findings were as up to date 
as possible. The survey was distributed through 
RNID’s Research Panel, Charity Newsletter, social 
media channels, networks and partners, as well 
as through DeafATW’s mailing list and networks, 
including many organisations across the deaf 
sector. 

The aim of the survey was to gather the 
experiences of people applying for funding from 
Access to Work or going through a renewal, 
review or Change of Circumstances Request, or 
submitting a reconsideration request or complaint.

Profile of respondents
Three quarters (75%) of survey respondents 
report using BSL as their main or preferred 
language. This sample (n=267) is a significant 
proportion of BSL users of the scheme, over 8% 
of the number of people Access to Work supports 

with BSL interpretation in Great Britain. Although 
our analysis shows relatively few substantial 
differences between BSL users and the overall 
sample, we present BSL specific findings alongside 
the total results to ensure that the experiences 
of BSL users are clearly visible and can be 
interpreted in their own right. This approach 
maintains transparency, highlights where 
similarities and differences occur, and ensures 
that the perspectives of this large group (n=267) 
are appropriately represented within the wider 
dataset.

Overall, the majority (79%) of respondents applied 
for Access to Work for support specifically in 
relation to being deaf or having hearing loss and 
did not include any other access needs. 4% of 
respondents said they were deafblind, with 3% of 
respondents using hands on BSL or tactile signing.

Over half (56%) of respondents most recently 
applied to renew their Access to Work award. A 
further 20% applied for Access to Work for a new 
job, 12% made a Change of Circumstance Request, 
and 9% had their current Access to Work award 
reviewed.

Term

Renewal

Change of 
Circumstance
Request

Review

Reconsideration 
Request

Definition

When a person’s work and access needs are reassessed so that a new grant 
can be decided. Grants usually last 1-3 years.

When Access to Work is notified that a person’s job, working pattern, or 
support needs have changed so that the award can be reviewed.

When Access to Work decide to look again at someone’s support needs or 
award.

When an Access to Work decision is formally looked at again by a different 
decision-maker, after a person has said they disagree with the original 
decision. As Access to Work is a discretionary grant scheme, it does not offer 
an appeals process.

Over half of respondents are employed full-time (58%) with almost one-quarter in part-time 
employment (23%). A further 16% are self-employed and only 3% are not currently working.

https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-07-22/70073
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2025-07-22/70073
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/the-access-to-work-scheme.pdf
https://www.nao.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/the-access-to-work-scheme.pdf
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Results
How does Access to Work support deaf and 
deafblind people and people with hearing loss?
Access to Work awards fund a range of 
adjustments including communication support (for 
example a BSL interpreter, deafblind interpreter 
or notetaker), other support work (a personal 
assistant, job coach, travel partner or mentor), 
specialist equipment and travel support.

The majority of respondents (90%) use Access to 
Work for communication support and almost one-
fifth (17%) have an award for specialist equipment. 
The vast majority (98%) of BSL users have an award 
for communication support.

Communication support in the workplace 
for deaf and deafblind people and people 
with hearing loss includes both professionals 
and tools that help them access 
information and interact effectively, such 
as sign language or deafblind interpreters, 
Lipspeakers, Speech-To-Text Reporters who 
provide live captions, hearing loops, and 
accessible communication formats.

British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters 
are qualified registered language 
professionals who interpret between English 
and BSL in real time. BSL users work with 
interpreters to communicate with hearing 
colleagues, customers, and clients, enabling 
them to fulfil their roles and participate on 
equal terms with hearing peers. Human 
interpreters cannot be substituted with 
technology or other solutions.

Communication support
Those who used communication support were 
asked to explain how communication support 
assists them in their work. Communication support 
is seen as crucial in giving deaf people and people 
with hearing loss access to training, instructions, 
workplace dialogue and decision-making 
which would otherwise be inaccessible. People 
repeatedly shared how communication support 
enables them to work on a more equal basis to 
hearing colleagues, and is critical for them to be 
able to contribute, express ideas, lead discussions, 
manage and train hearing staff, work with hearing 
customers and clients, and avoid isolation in the 
workplace. For many, this is linked to confidence, 
dignity and belonging:

For many, doing their job without 
communication support would not be 
possible. Respondents highlight the need 
for communication support to ensure risk 
management and appropriate decision making, 
and some stated it would be unsafe for them to 
practice without it:

“For me, it’s not just about communication 
- it’s about dignity, connection, and being 
given the same chance as everyone else.”  
- Female BSL user, aged 45-54 who is  
self-employed  

“I could not continue to practise as a clinician 
safely without the communication support 
provided via Access to Work.” - Deaf female, 
aged 45-54 who is employed full-time

“I would not do most of my job without the 
interpreter or CSW to proofread and editing 
my written/text English.” - Female BSL user, 
aged 65-74 who is self-employed

Many people explain how communication 
support, such as interpreters or communication 
support workers (CSW), helps with proofreading 
and editing, and the translation of documents, 
emails, reports and understanding complex 
jargon. Without this support, many professionals 
feel their accuracy and independence at work 
would be greatly reduced:

Communication support enables people to 
perform their role or run their business and 
contribute at work. Without this support, 
people report they would be excluded and their 
workplace performance would suffer, leading 
to significant stress. For business owners, this 
means taking on less work and stalling business 
growth. When these adjustments are in place, 
people are enabled to fulfil the requirements of 
their job and access the necessary tools to grow 
their career, including training, networking and 
development opportunities.
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“Above all, helps my hearing colleagues not 
to see [the] interpreter as [a] third person 
but see me as a person.” - Male BSL user, 
aged 45-54 who is employed full-time

“With my vision, it takes me about 
three years to develop a familiarity with 
interpreter’s signing style so that my very 
limited vision can follow and comprehend 
what they’re signing.” - Deafblind Male BSL 
user, aged 45-54, who is employed full-
time

British Sign Language  
(BSL) Interpretation
Among BSL users who work with interpreters, 
89% say it is important to work regularly with the 
same BSL interpreters. The most frequently cited 
reason for preferring continuity with the same 
interpreter is the importance of interpreters 
developing an understanding of their work, 
including sector‑specific jargon and nuanced 
communication needs (99%). The majority 
(92%) of BSL users highlight the importance of 
building rapport and trust with interpreters who 
can represent and reflect them appropriately in 
professional interactions. Specialist knowledge 
is also significant, with 86% indicating that 
interpreters require relevant professional 
expertise to interpret effectively within their 
field.

Table 1. Why is it important for you to be able to regularly work with the 
same BSL interpreters? 

I need interpreters who develop an understanding of my work, the jargon, and 
nuances 

I need interpreters that I have built a rapport with over time that I feel confident 
are able to represent and reflect me appropriately 

I need interpreters who have professional working knowledge relevant to my field 

I need interpreters that are familiar with my style of working and alert to any 
cultural misunderstanding that may be present in interactions

I need a pool of interpreters who can cover for each other in the event of leave or 
sickness, thus reducing any additional admin time 

Other (please explain) 

BSL Users 
(n=159) 

99% 

92% 

86% 

81% 

71% 

10% 

These needs are especially critical where roles 
carry statutory responsibilities or involve ongoing 
relationships with clients with additional needs. 
Work supporting children and young people 
with SEND is a clear example: it depends on an 
established team of interpreters with the specialist 
knowledge, professional understanding, and 
relationships built with clients and colleagues that 
only continuity can provide.

For those who are deafblind, they stressed 
how long it takes them to get used to a new 
interpreter due to their vision, and that working 
with interpreters who have an understanding of 
deafblindness is important:

For those who selected ‘other’, they explained a key 
reason for working regularly with the same BSL 
interpreters was establishing trust. This included 
trust built over time working together and trust 
in the interpreter’s ability to voice over accurately. 
Familiarity with an interpreter was also seen to 
support more natural communication, helping 
hearing colleagues focus on the person rather than 
the interpreter, and reinforcing a sense of being 
recognised as an individual in interactions:
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Access to Work Awards

Changes to awards
Over half of respondents last interacted with 
Access to Work to renew their existing award. Over 
one third (35%) of these respondents and 37% of 
BSL users say their award was reduced at renewal 
despite their needs remaining the same. Many 
describe these changes as reductions in interpreter 
hours, Video Relay Service minutes, or overall 
budget. Some respondents also reported such 
reductions after an Access to Work initiated review.

“They reduced my budget by 50% and then 
spread it out over two years. My former 
award was at the highest rate and was for 
a year. I spent £52k in one year but now 
I’m left with 15k per year! I have reduced 
my training and development, I have 
made errors in my English writing/subtitle-
making, I avoid meetings unless necessary, 
I email more which leads to confusion and 
miscommunication.” - Female BSL user, 
aged 25-34 who is employed full-time

“They changed my award, without my 
knowledge, from being able to use it flexibly, 
as long as I do not overspend annually, as 
I have done for almost 10 years, to being 
strict to only having an interpreter for 16 
hours a week.  Even if I have not used these 
16 hours one week, I cannot bank them to 
use another time.  I am a company director 
and this is limiting and embarrassing. They 
rejected a claim because one week was 25 
hours even though I had underspent across 
the entire month.” - Female BSL user, aged 
45-54 who is self-employed

“My working hours are the same as regard 
to shift work but for some reason the award 
has been cut, restricting my use of BSL 
interpreters and further development…. 
Just stated that my hours of Access to 
Work allowance has been reduced. [There] 
appeared to be no clear reasoning” - Male 
BSL user, aged 45-54 who is employed 
full-time

“I was told I had an award, but not how 
much. They then said they would send a 
paper copy of the decision in the post. My 
last award was in December 2024 and the 
paper award copy arrived in May 2025!” 
- Female BSL user, aged 35-44 who is 
employed part-time

“It has been frustrating. My award is 
supposed to be flexible but [my] recent claim 
has not been fully paid as I’ve gone over 
the 10 hours a week despite it being agreed 
I need flexibility as the hours per week is 
never the same.” - Female BSL user, aged 
45-54 who is employed full-time

“My award was cut by around 70%.... it 
created barriers and reduced my ability to 
work safely and effectively.” - Female BSL 
user, aged 45-54 who is employed full-
time

Others report new restrictions to their existing 
awards. For many BSL users, their award for BSL 
interpreter support has been restricted to a set 
number of hours per day, week, or month, with 
unused hours unable to be carried over, effectively 
reducing the overall number of hours they can 
use from their award. People describe how their 
support hours naturally fluctuate week to week 
and month to month due to holidays, sickness, 
busy periods or changing workloads. 

Over a quarter (26%) of BSL users report that they 
cannot adjust their spending month to month, 
even though their needs fluctuate. There is 
nothing in the guidance to suggest this flexibility 
should not be allowed. Some did have success 
with requesting further flexibility from their case 
manager, yet some only discovered these limits 
when payments were unexpectedly rejected. 

Of the 60 BSL users who report that their award 
changed at renewal, half (50%) say they did not 
receive a written explanation for these changes, 
leaving people unclear about why their support 
had been reduced.
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“The award does not provide sufficient hours 
to cover the volume of communication 
support required for my role..” - Male BSL 
user, aged 45-54 who is employed part-
time

“I need at least 9 hrs per week (3 hrs x 3 
days) … but I have been given 2 hrs x 3 days. 
No-one will do 2 hour minimum but Access 
to Work don’t care” - Male BSL user, aged 
35-44 who is employed part-time 

“I have contacted over 70 qualified 
interpreters to ask if they wanted to work with 
me. The rate allocated to me will not cover 
their travel costs with the rise in fuel and 
inflation.” - Female BSL user, aged 35-44 
who is employed full-time

“Occasionally I would have to cancel 
meeting[s] or not attend meetings which 
means I worry that this will affect my 
knowledge and ability to move up the [career] 
ladder.” - Male BSL user, aged 45-54 who is 
employed full-time

Insufficient support 
37% of deaf BSL users reported that their award 
does not cover all of their needs. Of these 69 
people, 81% attribute this to receiving insufficient 

budget for the number of support worker or 
interpreter hours they require, with awards in 
some cases covering only a fraction of the hours 
needed.

Table 2. Why do you feel the award does not meet 
your needs?

I did not receive enough budget for the number of 
support worker or interpreter hours I need

The hourly rate allowed for support workers is too low

There are restrictions on how I may use my award (please 
explain)

Other (please explain)

My award included something that did not meet my needs

I was not awarded equipment that I need

BSL users
(n=69)

81%

52%

33%

23%

9%

4%

Total
(n=86)

74%

48%

28%

28%

12%

6%

In some cases, the awarded hours are too low to 
meet standard minimum booking requirements, 
as interpreters typically require minimum bookings 
of half or full day, reflecting the preparation and 
rest time professional interpreting requires. 
Awards that fall below this threshold cannot be 
used effectively:
  

Two interpreters are often needed to co-work 
for longer or more complex meetings to help 
manage the cognitive and physical requirements 
of interpreting work. Working in pairs enables the 
interpreters to take turns to ensure accuracy and 
maintain high-quality communication, however 
this is not always supported through Access to 
Work. Some respondents said they were refused 
funding for having two interpreters for longer 
meetings or conferences. 

Over half (52%) of BSL users who state their award 
does not cover all of their needs report that the 
maximum hourly rate allowed for booking support 
workers is too low. Low rates make it difficult, 
or sometimes impossible, to book appropriately 
qualified interpreters and co-workers for longer 
assignments, leaving some people without the 
communication support their job requires.

Of those who selected ‘other’, many went on to 
describe how their award doesn’t meet their needs 
because Access to Work often misunderstands or 
rejects the type of level of support required. 



Table 3. Is there anything about your award which 
means that you’ve had to change the way you work?

I have missed out on training or development opportunities

Interpreters/specialists must work solo when two are needed

I attend fewer meetings or events

I need to work remotely more often than I would choose

I must rely more on automatic or AI subtitles

My award has not affected my day-to-day work

Other (please explain)

BSL Users 
(n=185)

41%

41%

37%

23%

18%

37%

12%

Total 
(n=231)

39%

34%

35%

22%

20%

35%

14%
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One in five respondents (20%) and 18% of BSL 
users must rely more on automatic or AI subtitles 
due to the shortfall of their award which is not 
a sufficient alternative. BSL users who rely on 
interpreter support cannot currently substitute 
human interpretation with technology or other 
solutions. Qualified BSL interpreters provide 
specialist expertise, delivering real‑time, accurate 
translation that cannot be replaced by other 
support workers or technology.

22% overall and 23% of BSL users say that because 
of insufficient support, they have to work remotely 
more than they want to, rather than working with 
colleagues in person. A significant number report 
reducing in-person engagement, with 35% of all 
respondents and 37% of BSL users attending fewer 
meetings or events. 

Missed opportunities are also common, where 
39% of all respondents and 41% of BSL users have 
lost out on training or development. Many are 
adapting their working practices in ways that limit 
their participation, access, and progression. Those 
who selected ‘other’ explain these limitations 
further:

These experiences reflect how Access to Work is 
failing to provide for the minimum needs of one 
of its largest user groups to overcome barriers 
in the workplace. The scheme's own conditions 
and restrictions on how people use awards for 
BSL interpreter support are undermining its core 
purpose and preventing people from getting the 
support they need.

“[I do] more planning to manage the 
booking of interpreters in order to meet my 
[Access to Work] budget, [and] reducing the 
communication support I [need]. Also, I will 
find myself forced to pass on any promotion 
opportunities.” - Female BSL user, aged 45-
54 who is employed full-time



Table 4. What has been the impact of the cap? 

I’ve had to adapt or change my work
 
My employer has had to make further adjustments 

I have to work fewer hours 

My employer has paid some or all of the difference between my Access to Work 
awards and what I need

I am unable to do my preferred job 

I lost a job opportunity 

Other (please explain) 

Total 
(n=91)

53% 

21% 

18% 

18%

15% 

11% 

38%
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Capped awards
Access to Work awards are capped, with the 
maximum level of support for an individual being 
£69,620 for 2025-26.  Nearly half (49%) of BSL 
users say their award is affected by the cap, the 
impact being that 15% report having to consider 
alternative jobs and being unable to work in their 

preferred role. For others, the cap means they 
have to work fewer hours (18%). It also affects the 
tasks they are able to do at work, increasing their 
reliance on employer support to meet additional 
costs (18%). Over half (53%) of BSL users say the 
cap has required them to adapt or change how 
they work.

Those who selected ‘other’ experience a range 
of further impacts. A small number report that 
the cap does not currently affect them, as they 
underspend their budget. Some report being 
limited in which interpreters they can work with, as 
certain interpreters charge more than their budget 
allows. Others must be selective about which days 
they have communication support or are unable to 
work full-time because of the limit on support. 

“I am not able to do my job full time as 
I wouldn’t get the right communication 
support due to the cap” - Female BSL user, 
aged 45-54 who is employed part-time
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Impact of awards
There is evidence that Access to Work awards 
are helping people to stay in work, with nearly 
three-quarters (73%) of all respondents and 
76% of BSL users reporting that their latest 
award has supported them to stay in their 
current job in the past 12 months. 

However, far fewer feel able to work the hours 
they want (29% of respondents, 31% of BSL 
users) or choose the type of work they do (10%).

“Without Access to Work, I would not 
be able to participate fully in meetings, 
professional discussions, or multi-agency 
work, and this would directly affect my 
ability to remain in employment.” - Male 
BSL user, aged 45-54 who is employed 
part-time

Table 5. Has your latest award supported you to do any 
of the following in the past 12 months? 

Stay in my current job

Work my desired hours e.g. full-time or part-time

Do further education or training

My award has not affected my work decisions

Choose what type of work to do

Other (please explain)

Start a new job

Decide to change employers

BSL Users
(n=185)

76%

31%

14%

11%

10%

6%

7%

0%

Total
(n=231)

73%

29%

13%

12%

10%

9%

6%

1%

For those who selected ‘other’ some explain that 
their award has supported them in decisions to 
work freelance and progress in their careers. 
However, many used this as an opportunity 
to share further challenges, describing 
how restrictions or cuts to their award have 
compromised their ability to do their job properly. 
While Access to Work may be helping deaf 
people and people with hearing loss maintain 
employment, the scheme is not supporting people 
to progress, work the hours they need, or shape 
their careers. This means that deaf people are not 
participating in the workplace on an equal basis to 
hearing colleagues.

When asked what their award has stopped them 
doing in the past 12 months, nearly one-fifth (19%) 
of respondents and 17% of BSL users report that 
their latest award stopped them from choosing 
what type of work to do, and 15% said that it 
stopped them from pursuing further education 
or training. Over half (53%) reported that their 
award has not affected their work decisions, which 

indicates that, for many, Access to Work awards 
are effective in helping to maintain careers but 
may limit decision-making where an award is 
insufficient.

Those who selected ‘other’ explain they are unable 
to book or access the right support forcing them to 
ration and plan ahead how they use their budget. 
Some feel they have to say no to certain tasks at 
work as they do not have the right support.

“Decisions about hours, roles, and 
professional opportunities are influenced 
by whether adequate communication 
support is available, rather than by 
my skills or willingness to take on new 
challenges.” - Male BSL user, aged 45-54 
who is employed part-time
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Table 6. Has your latest award stopped you from doing 
any of the following in the past 12 months?  

My award has not affected my work decisions 

Choose what type of work to do 

Work my desired hours e.g. full-time or part-time 

Do further education or training 

Other (please explain) 

Decide to change employers 

Stay in my current job 

Start a new job

Table 7. Because of the Access to Work application 
process, have you decided not to do any of the 
following? 

The application process has not affected my decisions 
around work

Choose what type of work to do

Do further education or training

Work my desired hours, e.g. full-time or part-time

Start a new job

Decide to change employers

Other (please explain)

Stay in my current job

BSL Users
(n=185)

53%

17%

17%

15%

12%

10%

8%

5%

BSL Users
(n=267)

47% 

15%

15%

15%

14%

13%

8%

9%

Total
(n=231)

53%
 
19% 

16% 

15% 

13% 

11% 

7% 

6%

Total
(n=358)

45% 

16%

14%

13%

13%

13%

11%

10%

Worryingly, there is evidence to suggest that 
the Access to Work application process itself 
can deter people from making key employment 
decisions, even before an award is granted. While 
45% of all respondents and 47% of BSL users say 
that the process has not influenced their work-
related choices, more than half report avoiding at 
least one important work decision because of it. 
 
People report deciding not to start a new job, 
change employers, work their desired hours, 

choose the type of work they want to do, or 
pursue further education or training, due to 
the demands or uncertainty of the application 
process. This shows that the process itself can be 
a barrier that restricts choice and hinders career 
development.

For those who selected ‘other’, they report 
continuing in roles with inadequate support, 
feeling exhausted or stressed, or adapting their 
work to cope with gaps in access.
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Operational challenges

Delays
While the majority of all respondents (61%) 
who have received an outcome waited three 
months or less, 37% waited four months or more 
regarding their application, review, or change of 
circumstances request, which is longer than the 
average probation period or typical performance 
improvement or disciplinary process. This means 
that a deaf person starting a new job may have 
to complete their entire probation period without 
the communication support they need to do their 

job, undermining their ability to demonstrate 
their capability to their employer. More than one 
in ten (13%) waited over 10 months. Of the 80 
people who are still waiting for a decision, more 
than half (55%) have been waiting 4 months or 
longer.

For BSL users who have received an outcome, a 
slightly higher percentage of people received a 
decision in three months or less (67%). Almost 
one third (32%) waited over four months, and 8% 
waited over ten months for an outcome.

Table 8. Approximately how long did it take for Access 
to Work to make a decision about your application, 
review, or Change of Circumstances request?

3 months or less

4 to 6 months

7 to 9 months

10 to 12 months

More than 12 months

Don’t know

BSL Users
(n=213)

67%

20%

4%

6%

2%

1%

Total
(n=278)

61%

20%

4%

9%

4%

1%

Delays in receiving an Access to Work award 
have had a direct impact on people's ability to 
begin or continue in work. Nearly one in five 
respondents (19%) reduced or changed their 
work whilst waiting for their award. In some 
cases, the costs of essential support were shifted 
onto the individual themselves (9%) or onto their 
employer (14%). Those who described other 
impacts explained how delays had had caused 
stress, anxiety, and had a negative impact on 
their mental health and wellbeing, leading 
to stress and anxiety. Some had relied on 
colleagues to support them, and many described 
having no choice but to wait, struggling without 
the support needed to do their job.

While 37% off the total respondents and 40% 
of BSL users say they did not experience any 
delays, a significant proportion of people 
have experienced delays in the service with 
concerning consequences on being able to begin 
or continue in work.

Those who selected 'other' explained how delays 
force them to go without support, which limits 
their participation at work. Projects may need to 
be delayed and workloads adapted to account 
for the limited support. 

“Very, very stressful trying to adjust to new 
hearing loss and trying to work without 
any extra support” - Female with hearing 
loss, aged 35-44 who is employed full-
time
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Table 9. If you experienced a delay in receiving your 
award, what was the impact of this delay?

I did not experience any delays 

I reduced or changed my work whilst waiting for the award 

My employer paid for the support whilst waiting for the award 

I paid for the support myself whilst waiting for the award 

I lost a job opportunity whilst waiting for the award 

My probation was extended whilst waiting for the award 

I did not receive the award before my probation ended and did 
not pass probation 

I received disciplinary action whilst waiting for the award
 
Other (please explain) 

BSL users
(n=267)

40%

19%

13%

7%

7%

5%

3%

2%

21%

Total
(n=358)

37%

19% 

14% 

9% 

8% 

4% 

3% 

3% 

24% 

“My previous budget had already run out, 
which means some invoices have not been 
paid. I’m still waiting for this to be sorted 
out nearly a year down the line.” - Female 
BSL user, aged 45-54 who is employed 
full-time 

Gaps in support
Some respondents describe how renewal 
delays forced them to go without support 
entirely, often for several months. When an 
Access to Work award expires and the renewal 
has not yet been processed, people are left 
without access to funding for the gap period. 
During this time, many are unable to book 
the interpreter support their work requires. 
Some have continued to book interpreters and 
accrue costs in the hope that their renewal will 
be approved, and Access to Work will backdate 
their award at the same level for this period. 
These costs can accumulate into thousands of 
pounds which the recipient is not guaranteed 
to have paid back.
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Insufficient alternatives
In the absence of interpreter support, some 
BSL users may need to rely on alternatives 
that are insufficient and inappropriate for 
their work needs. For people whose main 
language is BSL, English is a language they 
may have less or no fluency in. Lipreading or 
reading written English are not equivalent 
means of communication. What they can 
understand in BSL, they may not understand 
or misunderstand in English. For these users, 
human interpretation is their only route for 
effective communication at work.

For others, making do with technology such 
as automatic captions can be exhausting 
and limit participation at work. Automatic 
captions are unreliable with accents, 
multiple speakers, and specialist vocabulary, 
increasing the risk of inaccuracy and 
misunderstanding that can impact a person's 
ability to do their job safely and effectively.

“I am relying on lipreading more at work 
which is mentally and physically draining. 
The AI captions... [don’t] pick up the 
voices.... I’m having to adjust how I get 
the information via Otter [AI notetaker]... 
I don’t get the [whole] conversation. 
Instead I zone out in meetings.” - Deaf, 
female aged 35-44 who is employed 
part-time

“The training I went on and tried to take 
part in was very stressful because I used 
voice to text on a laptop instead of BSL 
[interpreter].... the trainer was too far 
away from the [microphone] and he didn’t 
understand why he needed it, nor how to 
reach a deaf person. As a result, I passed 
the course but only just, so my colleague 
was promoted as she scored 100%. It was 
hugely humiliating and [stressful] - as I 
was her manager in the first place and 
she was promoted over me.” - Female 
BSL user, aged 55-64 who is employed 
part-time

For others, they relied on using a colleague’s 
support whilst waiting, whereas those who 
are self-employed sometimes relied on family 
members to support them for free.

“Previously there was a delay in my self-
employed work and I had to rely on my 
family to interpret for free for me” -Male 
BSL user, aged 25-34 who is employed-
full time

“My employer is proceeding to dismissal on 
ill health grounds” - Female with bilateral 
profound hearing loss and tinnitus, 
aged 55-64 who is employed-full time

“The case manager was rude, didn’t listen 
and I had to fight and correct him on every 
point. He seemed to not want to speak 
to me or answer my questions. He kept 
saying the rules were changing but couldn’t 
explain how. .” - Male with hearing loss, 
aged 35-44 who is employed full-time

Job insecurity and impact on business
Some respondents report nearly losing their 
jobs or having dismissal processes triggered 
while waiting, as they are no longer able to fulfil 
their work requirements. For those who are 
self-employed, renewal delays can prevent key 
business decisions being made, as they cannot 
plan if and when they will have the support they 
need. A business owner said they were losing 
business and recruiting fewer staff despite 
growing demand, directly attributing this to the 
uncertainty created by long delays in their renewal.

Quality of service
Almost half (46%) of all respondents and 44% 
of BSL users rate their overall experience with 
their case manager as ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’. Issues 
range from a lack of deaf awareness from case 
managers to outright hostility and poor treatment. 
Case managers sometimes appeared to lack the 
necessary knowledge about the experiences of 
deaf people to be able to make effective decisions.
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“Strange questions were asked such as 
‘will your deafness disappear?’ ‘Will you 
be able to gain hearing?’ [They] did not 
really understand that I was born deaf 
and will never be able to hear fully.  [They] 
need to have Deaf Awareness training and 
experience the barriers we face in our day-
to-day life.”  - Deaf female, aged 45-54 
who is employed full-time

“[Access to Work] have lack of awareness of 
the importance of having BSL interpreters 
in my employment. They seem to focus on 
what I can do without an interpreter and 
trying to reduce the hours of needing a BSL 
interpreter. I have to argue my case when 
I shouldn’t be arguing for what I need to 
enable to do my job effectively. They are 
basically undermining our job to a point 
where the employers might see us as 
underperforming” - Male BSL user, aged 
35-44 who is employed part-time

“As my workload increases and I take on 
new opportunities, I naturally require more 
interpreter support. This does not mean my 
needs have changed; it reflects professional 
growth and increased work.” - Male BSL 
user, aged 45-54 who is self-employed

“My case manager, when I eventually had 
one, was excellent. She [checked] about my 
communication preferences and ensured 
that if we had to have a meeting, it was 
as accessible as it could be. She was 
knowledgeable about technology and what 
support would be effective. She knew about 
things that I didn’t and was extremely 
impressed... Because of the award, I’m now 
able to work [independently] and be more 
effective in my work.” - Male with hearing 
loss, aged 45-54 who is employed full-
time

Deaf awareness
Some respondents report a lack of deaf awareness 
among Access to Work staff, where case managers 
did not show an understanding of the barriers in 
the workplace for people who are deaf or have a 
hearing loss, or the forms of support to overcome 
them. Too often staff were making incorrect 
assumptions about the needs of the individual. 
This led some customers to lose trust in the 
process: 

Those who did have recent positive interactions 
with case managers describe the importance of 
receiving support from someone with knowledge 
of deafness or hearing loss.

Others report the Access to Work case manager’s 
lack of understanding of the role of interpreters 
and how they support deaf people in work. This 
includes how interpreter needs can fluctuate and 
change as responsibilities grow, for example, 
attending more meetings, supervising hearing 
colleagues, or taking on greater client-facing work.
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Inappropriate recommendations
Nearly one in ten (8%) overall and 5% of BSL 
users say they have been offered equipment 
or support they did not ask for and was not 
relevant to their needs. People describe being 
offered a wide range of support that was either 
inappropriate, irrelevant or not to the standard 
required for their work. For example, some were 
offered a Communication Support Worker (CSW), 
who is likely not a trained, registered or qualified 
interpreter. 

Others were offered incompatible or ineffective 
assistive technology, and in some cases, AI 
captioning was offered as a cheaper substitute 
for human support such as a speech-to-text-
reporter (STTR) or electronic notetaker. For 
deaf people comfortable with English, current 
captioning technology cannot reliably handle 
specialist vocabulary, sector-specific jargon, 
complex subject matter, poor audio quality, 
multiple speakers using one microphone, or 
strong accents. It also fails to capture affect, tone, 
pacing, and humour; elements essential to full 
understanding. In a professional context, that 
loss of meaning is constant, consequential, and 

cumulative. For BSL users, all of this applies, and 
is compounded by the fact that captions deliver 
content in written English, which for many is 
a second language, adding a further layer of 
difficulty to an already inadequate solution.
 
While technology should be explored as a support 
option, this must be done in genuine partnership 
with deaf, deafblind, and hard of hearing people 
and their organisations. RNID and deaf sector 
partners have launched a public dialogue project 
in 2026, with funding from the UK Research and 
Innovation Sciencewise programme, the UK 
Government and NHS England among others, to 
engage in community co-design with BSL users 
about the future of AI-enabled BSL translation. We 
are not at a point where AI and technology are a 
viable alternative. Human interpretation remains 
the only option for accessible communication 
support in work for those who need it.  

Others describe being directed towards Video 
Relay Services (VRS) which connect individuals 
remotely with an available interpreter to support 
a phone call with a third party. VRS has a 
valuable role in supporting some BSL users with 
some workplace interactions. However, because 
VRS connects users with whichever interpreter 
is available at the time, it cannot provide the 
continuity of relationship, specialist knowledge, 
or contextual understanding that the data above 
shows is essential for many deaf professionals in 
their working lives. Whether VRS is appropriate 
for some, all, or no work-related communication 
for a particular individual in their specific role is 
something that deaf people themselves are best 
placed to determine, and this must be reflected 
in how Access to Work advisers discuss and 
recommend support options.

“In the past I have been offered technical 
solutions that don’t work for me. My guess 
is that these are seen as ‘cheaper’ than 
interpreters, despite being unsuitable. 
These solutions are really intended for 
people with hearing loss and are largely 
text based (e.g. speech to text). I have no 
idea if they are helpful for [people with 
hearing loss] but as a deaf person they 
don’t provide the information I need and 
that I get via an interpreter” - Female BSL 
user, aged 55-64 who is self-employed 

“It was previously demanded that I use 
VRS. VRS is not suitable for customer facing 
roles and I would have to argue this point 
with the case manager.” - Male BSL user, 
aged 25-34 who is employed part-time 
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“[I found] it very difficult to contact my 
caseworker through video relay - they 
gave me a time slot to call them but no 
interpreter was available. I emailed them 
to explain that I was still waiting for the 
call to connect and they told me that if I 
didn’t call them within the next ten minutes 
they would cancel the appointment. They 
didn’t understand that the relay service was 
over capacity.” -Female BSL user, aged 45-
54 who is employed full-time 

“I have found communication with my 
case manager to be difficult and, at times, 
frustrating. Despite emailing to request 
updates, I often experienced long periods 
of waiting - sometimes weeks - without 
any response or acknowledgment. This 
made me feel that there was a lack of 
engagement with my case, which added 
unnecessary stress and uncertainty. I 
would have appreciated clearer updates, 
acknowledgements of emails, and more 
proactive engagement throughout the 
process.” - Female BSL user, aged 45-54 
who is self-employed

“He was brusque, unsupportive and ignored 
my requests for email contact only, instead 
choosing to phone me. When he requested 
information, he gave me 2 working days 
to provide the information, otherwise my 
application would be terminated and I 
would have to start the application process 
again” - Female with hearing loss and 
tinnitus, aged 45-54 who is employed 
full-time

Inaccessible communications 
Almost one-third (32%) of respondents and 27% 
of BSL users reported their communication needs 
were ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ met during the process. 
Across both groups, 42% rated the communication 
with their case manager ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ poor.

Access to Work does provide BSL translations 
of any written guidance, information, forms 
or letters, which is the only accessible form of 
communication for some BSL users.

Short deadlines
People describe being given very short deadlines 
to respond to their case manager and were told 
their case would be closed if they didn’t respond 
by the deadline set. People may be contacted 
on non-working days or when on holiday, or on 
days when they do not have communication 
support, meaning they are unable to respond by 
the deadline. This creates unnecessary pressure 
and stress.
 

People also reported a time pressure to secure 
communication support for calls. Respondents 
describe difficulty in securing an interpreter, even 
through VRS, in order to have a call with their case 
manager:
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Changes to the service
The survey focuses on experiences of Access 
to Work since 1 October 2024, however some 
respondents compare their recent interactions 
with the scheme to previous experiences. Longer 
term users describe a decline in the quality of 
service, including experiences with Access to 
Work staff, delays, and changes to awards.

“When I initially applied for [Access to 
Work] in 2022 they were extremely friendly, 
straightforward and helpful. When I 
renewed my application in 2025 the tone 
and attitude toward Disabled people 
became dismissive, discriminative and 
difficult.” - Deaf female, aged 35-44 who 
is employed part-time

“As a profoundly deaf person I have 
been using the scheme since the mid 
1990s and until seven months ago have 
never experienced delays or obstacles to 
renewing or reapplying for Access to Work 
for sign language support.” - Deaf male, 
aged 55-64 who is self-employed 

“They said they were sorry for ‘not meeting 
my needs and expectations’ but they never 
changed. Still phoned me or didn’t explain 
changes they’d made.” - Female BSL user, 
aged 25-34 who is employed-full time

“They refused electronic note taking for 
this call, despite this being my long-term 
effective communication support” - Deaf 
female, aged 45-54 who is employed 
full-time 

Lack of reasonable adjustments
20% of BSL users and 22% of overall respondents 
said that they did not receive adjustments in the 
application process despite requesting them. 
These include requests to receive guidance, 
information and communication in BSL. A 
further 12% selected ‘other’ when asked if Access 
to Work agreed to any adjustments, explaining 
that despite adjustments being agreed they 
were not implemented in practice. Some 
requested e-mail communication but continued 
to be contacted by telephone. 

Others reported that Access to Work declined 
to provide the adjustments requested and 
suggested unsuitable alternatives:
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Discussion
The survey results demonstrate the 
significant positive impact that effective 
Access to Work support can have on enabling 
deaf people and people with hearing loss to 
participate fully in the workplace, facilitating 
their equal access to inclusion in employment 
and belonging more broadly. Public support 
for this principle is clear: polling for RNID 
from nfpResearch in December 2025 shows 
that most people (73%) in the UK believe BSL 
users should receive the support they need 
to work, and that the public is willing to fund 
support even when it costs more than out-
of-work benefits, because it enables equal 
participation in working life. Only 3% oppose 
spending money to keep BSL users in work. 

These findings reaffirm the core policy 
intent of Access to Work: providing support 
beyond reasonable adjustments is essential 
to creating a level playing field for deaf and 
disabled people. However, findings also 
confirm the scale of the scheme’s operational 
challenges and the impact of recent 
reductions and restrictions to award levels. 
These issues risk undermining the scheme’s 
purpose and creating new barriers to work, 
particularly for those with high-cost needs. 
Addressing delays is a Government manifesto 
commitment, and we hope the findings 
deepen understanding at an operational 
level, where the consequences are felt most 
acutely. We also acknowledge that some 
reductions and operational changes stem 
from Access to Work’s attempts to manage 
internal pressures. We are calling on DWP 
to work with us, and with deaf and disabled 
people, to address those pressures without 
removing or weakening support. The current 
approach is not working.

The most significant finding is the extent to 
which awards are being reduced at renewal 
and review, even when people’s circumstances 
have not changed, resulting in people being 
unable to cover essential support at work, 
especially BSL interpreters. Cuts to awards 
have direct consequences: people told us they 
attend fewer work meetings or events and 
have missed out on training and development 
opportunities. It is especially concerning 
that such reductions appear to be taking 
place without any formal policy updates and 
without sufficient explanation to individuals.

Access to Work’s explanation is that reductions 
are a result of now applying the existing 
Access to Work staff guidance more closely. 
They describe this as an operational correction 
rather than policy change

We have long highlighted that the scheme is 
not accessible to deaf people and people with 
hearing loss, due to limited guidance in BSL 
and insufficient deaf awareness among staff. 
The findings show that a support scheme 
designed for disabled people is, in practice, 
failing deaf and deafblind people and people 
with hearing loss by offering inaccessible 
communication channels, ignoring requests 
for reasonable accommodations, and not 
implementing agreed adjustments. As the 
scheme’s third largest user group, deaf people 
and people with hearing loss need the scheme 
to be accessible and knowledgeable about 
deafness to effectively and efficiently support 
them.

These issues rarely occur in isolation. 
Individuals may experience months‑long 
delays in renewals, inaccessible 
communication, and unexplained reductions to 
awards. If they challenge a decision, they face 
further extended waits, often with reduced 
support that puts their job or business at risk. 
The cumulative, real‑world impact of these 
administrative and decision‑making failures 
cannot be overstated.



We urge the Government to reflect on these 
findings and clarify what has changed, 
both in daily operational practice and in 
decision‑making. RNID and DeafATW call on 
DWP to stop reducing awards at renewal, 
review, or reconsideration unless there is 
a genuine change in a person’s needs or 
circumstances. Any changes must be discussed 
with the individual in an accessible format and 
followed up in writing.

Our findings also underline the risks in the 
Government’s long‑term reform ambitions. 
While Ministers have committed to increasing 
the number of people supported by Access 
to Work, this expansion is not backed by 
an increased budget. Without additional 
investment, the pressure to support more 
people has led to reductions in many high‑cost 
awards. This may not be stated policy, but it is 
the operational reality we have documented 
– and it is deaf and deafblind people with the 
most complex needs who are paying the price.

Operational changes introduced to manage 
budget pressures are also happening without 
transparency or accountability. A major reason 
is structural: DWP’s data systems cannot 
reliably collect or report information about 
Access to Work’s operations or the impact of its 
decisions. Without investment in systems and 
processes, the department cannot understand 
the consequences of current operational 
changes or build the evidence needed for 
future policy reform. Ministers and Parliament 
therefore do not necessarily have sight of what 
is being changed or the individual or systemic 
effect. Customers cannot challenge decisions 
effectively when they do not receive written 
explanations. We call for future changes to 
be data‑driven, transparent, and open to 
scrutiny by internal stakeholders, external 
organisations, and individuals.

No one should be forced to reduce their hours 
or leave work because they are disabled. 
Reforms that provide support below the 
level of identified need would undermine the 
Government’s own intentions for Access to 
Work and risk reversing decades of progress 
that has enabled deaf people to work, 
progress, and contribute across all levels of 
employment. The Government's target of an 
80% employment rate cannot be achieved 
while a scheme designed to support disabled 
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people into work is actively creating barriers 
for its users.

RNID and DeafATW call on DWP to work closely 
with the Deaf community and consider their 
particular needs within the reform process. 
The findings underline the need for reform 
that restores the scheme’s core purpose 
and addresses its operational pressures. 
This includes tackling delays, improving 
service quality, ensuring accessibility, and 
ending reductions and restrictions to awards 
that prevent people from getting essential 
communication support. Effective reform 
requires reliable data on operational decisions 
and impacts, together with evidence and 
input from Deaf and disabled communities. 
Above all, the scheme must be designed 
with accessibility at its core, shaped by the 
communication needs of deaf customers.
Through transparent, evidence‑led reform, 
Government can ensure that Access to Work 
continues to provide equal employment 
opportunities and that deaf and deafblind 
people and people with hearing loss receive 
the support they need to work.
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Our calls for action
The findings set out a clear case for urgent action. Deaf people are having their support 
reduced without explanation, waiting months for decisions that directly affect their 
employment, and navigating a system that fails to meet basic accessibility standards. This 
needs to change.

RNID and DeafATW will present these findings directly to Ministers and the DWP and will 
engage MPs to ensure that decisions about Access to Work are informed by robust evidence 
and by the lived experience of the people who depend on it.

We call on the Government to:
•	 Stop imposing restrictions on how awards can be used, including fixed hourly limits with  
	 no flexibility between periods, which have no basis in the published guidance

•	 Stop reducing awards at renewal or review where there has been no change in a person’s  
	 circumstances or access needs and ensure all changes are clearly communicated and  
	 fully explained before they take effect

•	 Invest in modern IT systems and technology so Access to Work can operate efficiently,  
	 deliver decisions and payments on time, and produce data and insights to create  
	 evidence-led improvements and reform

•	 Guarantee full accessibility in BSL at every stage of the service to ensure deaf people and  
	 people with hearing loss can access the scheme with processes that are truly inclusive

•	 Work in partnership with RNID, DeafATW, and disability organisations to co-design an  
	 Access to Work system that reflects lived experience and genuinely works for deaf people  
	 and people with hearing loss
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