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KUMUTAT: Hello. Sixteen per cent of the disabled workforce is self-employed 

compared with just 13 per cent of non-disabled workers, yet half of all disabled 

people of working age are unemployed. So why are there more disabled people 

turning towards self-employment? Along with our panel of guests, we’re going to try 

to find out. If you know the answer or you want to share your own experience call 

03700 100 444 or email Moneybox@bbc.co.uk or tweet @Moneybox using the 

hashtag Disability Works. And we’ve already had an email in from Fiona who says 

that she became disabled about 25 years ago and is latterly in a wheelchair. She says 

she couldn’t carry on doing her software sales job as the streets of London were too 

hard to negotiate using a wheelchair. ‘I then set up’, she says, ‘my own business 

which informs people where to go to maintain a sense of style.’ Sounds interesting. 

‘Funding to grow is always an issue. I’m over 55, in a wheelchair and a woman. I 

suspect people think I don’t have the energy to succeed. I do.’ So that’s an interesting 

one. But let’s meet our panel. Conor D’Arcy is from the Resolution Foundation and 

has been crunching the numbers for us on disabled people and self-employment. 

Conor, what’s the definition of self-employment we’re going to use today? 

D’ARCY: Well it sounds like it should be straightforward, but then you’ve got court 

cases like with Pimlico Plumbers and Uber recently. But I think so when we look at 

the data, it’s whether or not people think they’re self-employed, but in general you’re 

self-employed if you own your own business, it’s up to you whether it succeeds or 

fails, you’ve got a few customers at the same time and you can hire other people to do 

the work for you. 

mailto:Moneybox@bbc.co.uk


 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

KUMUTAT: Okay, great. Also here is Professor Melanie Jones from Cardiff 

Business School. And, Melanie, you’ve been studying disability unemployment for 

almost 20 years. Do you think that self-employment for disabled people could become 

the norm rather than the exception in the next 20? 

JONES: Well we’ve certainly seen a rise in trend in terms of the proportion of those 

in employment who are in self-employment. But that trend is relatively gradual, so we 

still see the vast majority of disabled people in work are actually employed. 

KUMUTAT: So you don’t think that’s going to be changing any time soon? 

JONES: Not in the very near future. 

KUMUTAT: Well our next two guests are both disabled entrepreneurs. James Brown 

runs something called Mobiloo. In a sentence, James, what is Mobiloo? 

BROWN: Mobiloo is the UK’s and maybe the world’s first attended mobile toilet 

and changing facility for disabled people who need a hoist and changing table. 

KUMUTAT: So it kind of goes to different places? You know it is mobile, people 

can hire it? 

BROWN: Absolutely. It’s in a custom made vehicle and people can book it to go to 

their event, so that their events can be accessible to those who would otherwise be 

stuck at home. 

KUMUTAT: Okay. And with us in Salford is Kath Sunderland from START Ability, 

a charity which offers advice to disabled people on getting and maintaining 

employment. Kath, what is the most important skill a disabled entrepreneur should 

have in their toolbox? 

SUNDERLAND: I think it’s the ability to persevere as many disabled people have to 

find alternative routes and different ways of doing things. So the ability to persevere 

and find alternatives is always a great thing to have in your toolbox. 

KUMUTAT: Good advice. Okay and on the line we’ve got Jessica. Jessica, you are 
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self-employed. 

JESSICA: Yes, yes I am. I became disabled 3 years ago following an adult onset 

genetic condition. I previously worked in adult care and was studying educational 

psychology. That became no longer viable both in terms of study or work. And I now 

work in network marketing and I promote wellbeing products that have helped me in 

my health, and I have to say that having had this opportunity it’s given me a sense of 

independence that I did not think would ever be possible again. 

KUMUTAT: So for you it’s been really positive? 

JESSICA: Absolutely. I would also say though that I have had severely restricted 

options and I didn’t think I’d ever be able to work again and there were not many 

things that were available to me and continue to be available to me.  

KUMUTAT: Well thank you very much, Jessica, for calling in. I think that will 

chime with a lot of people. Conor D’Arcy, who is here with us, is an expert in 

self-employment from the Resolution Foundation. You’ve been looking at the official 

figures on self-employment for us. As we’ve already mentioned, there are a higher 

proportion of the disabled working population who are self-employed compared to the 

non-disabled. What kind of numbers are we talking about? 

D’ARCY: It’s about three quarters of a million people who are self-employed and 

disabled. And you know there is one issue, which we might come back to - is that the 

data isn’t … you know jumps around a bit because of some changes to the 

methodology of datasets, which is very complicated - but in general we have seen that 

rise over the last few years, as Melanie mentioned, as general self-employment has as 

well.  

KUMUTAT: And how does that compare with the non-disabled population or the 

able-bodied population? 

D’ARCY: So, as we’ve seen over the last few years, I think in last month’s figures 

we’re up to now record figures of self-employed people. We’re up to 15 per cent, 

where you know it’s that bit higher among the disabled, it’s 16 per cent. So you know 
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it does seem to be providing some you know traction, although there is you know a 

fact that self-employment is more common as you get older and disability becomes 

more common as you get older, so there’s some demographic factors probably 

involved as well. 

KUMUTAT: And, as you mentioned, your analysis shows there was a sharp increase 

in employment among disabled people and that was in 2013. Why was that? 

D’ARCY: So again it’s hard to bring out the exact reasons. Some of that will just be 

because the labour market was improving; and you know, as we’ve seen, we’re at 

record employment levels overall, which is you know obviously a really positive 

thing and that’s benefitted people with disabilities as well. But in the main kind of 

survey that we look at from the Office for National Statistics, the question asking 

about disability changed in 2013, so we can’t make exact like for like comparisons 

over that period. 

KUMUTAT: How did it change? 

D’ARCY: So it shifted from … You know it’s kind of a slightly different question. It 

used to be just a yes or no and a description of you know whether you’re limited 

basically by your disabilities; whereas since then it’s more yes a little, yes a lot, no, 

and the wording of the question changed. So you know people might interpret that 

differently, so we might see more people saying now that they are maybe a little bit 

disabled rather than in the past they might have just said no. 

KUMUTAT: So that makes it harder to establish kind of long-term trends, but you 

know what did it actually do for kind of tallying the numbers from 2013? 

D’ARCY: So we have seen you know an increase in the number of people who are 

disabled and self-employed, but again it’s harder to say whether those people were 

already registered as disabled and then moved into self-employment or maybe they 

were self-employed and then you know became disabled. So it’s hard to say the exact 

pattern of what’s happening. 

KUMUTAT: Professor Melanie Jones, disability unemployment is your area of 
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research. Does what Conor is saying chime with you, what you found in your 

research?  

JONES: Yes absolutely. We often want to track long-term trends, so something like 

the disability employment gap, we might want to look at changes to policy or 

legislation and what we need then is consistent information over time. So like what 

Conor said, if you see an increase in the employment rate amongst disabled people, 

we can’t attribute that necessarily to a policy or practice if at the same time the 

measure of disability is changing. 

KUMUTAT: (agreeing) Mmn. The higher proportion of self-employed people, has 

that been a consistent trend over time? 

JONES: Yes absolutely. So even when I started doing analysis using data in the 

1990s, we still found that disabled relative to non-disabled people, there were more 

workers in self-employment. 

KUMUTAT: What do you put that down to? 

JONES: Well obviously everyone’s got their own individual reasons for becoming 

self-employed, but in terms of research what we tried to do was we tried to find 

patterns in those reasons. And one important distinction we tried to make is in terms 

of push factors - so they are generally quite negative factors that might encourage 

someone to become self-employed, so if you were made redundant or there were a 

lack of paid employment opportunities that might push you to be self-employed - and 

we distinguished them from pull factors, which are the more attractive features of 

self-employment, so the opportunity to pursue a business idea or raise your income. 

And in the context of disability, we argue that both perhaps are more important. So in 

terms of push factors, there is evidence that there are barriers to employment for 

disabled people, that the experience of work isn’t always as positive; but, on the other 

hand, we also find evidence of pull factors, particularly in relation to the opportunity 

for self-employment to enhance your flexibility in work, so the ability to choose your 

hours, your location of work and what you do on a day to day basis. 

KUMUTAT: Is it fair to say though – I mean you’ve alluded to it and so did Conor – 



 

 

 

 

6 

 

 

 

that definitive facts on disability and employment are hard to find? I mean Conor kind 

of talked about it a bit, but why is it so hard? Why is it not being measured you know 

to kind of get to the bottom of some of this? 

JONES: I think particularly in the case of disability and self-employment … So I 

think self-employment generally in surveys isn’t as explored as employment or paid 

employment and as such there is a big gap in our evidence about things like the 

motivations for self-employment and also particularly what we’re interested are things 

like the quality, job quality in self-employment.  

KUMUTAT: And are most disabled people … I’m probably asking you a very tricky 

question here, but from your research are most disabled people self-employed, are 

they kind of pushed or pulled into it, do you think? 

JONES: I think that’s one area where we don’t have enough information. I think 

there’s evidence for both sets of factors, but as to which one is stronger that’s a very 

difficult question, particularly because we don’t tend to ask disabled people why or 

what were the motivations for self-employment. And certainly when I heard evidence 

at a recent inquiry in relation to self-employment, what you hear quite often is that 

people face both sets of factors, so it’s actually the interaction between those two sets 

of factors that act together to move people into self-employment. 

KUMUTAT: Well it will be interesting as we go throughout the programme to find 

out you know what people are saying about that. Well for Steve McCulley it was an 

easy choice to start his own business. A former Royal Marine, he became disabled in 

2011 and did what many people do – created a business from his passion – which is 

bikes. Jordan Dunbar went to Fareham in Hampshire to meet Steve and find out why 

self-employment works for him.  

McCULLEY: What’s great about the BioBike is that I can actually move each part of 

the bike, so the handlebars and saddle position … 

DUNBAR: Steve’s workshop has one of the UK’s first BioBikes … 

McCULLEY: … so I can either move it by a millimetre, two millimetres or five 
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millimetres. 

DUNBAR: … which uses sensors to measure a person’s pedal power, gait and 

biometrics to create their perfect bike. 

McCULLEY: And so the client probably won’t even feel it, but we’re just finessing 

those small little measurements. I was on my second tour to Afghanistan in 2011. At 

the time I was a company commander, so I was a major in the Royal Marines in 

charge of 175 guys. Ten weeks into the tour, I was specifically targeted by the 

insurgents and they triggered an improvised explosive device. By the time I got back 

to the UK my body was in a pretty bad state. 

DUNBAR: The blast left him with multiple fractures in his leg and no cartilage in his 

knee. He now has a limited range of movement in both limbs and is in constant pain. 

McCULLEY: I soon realised that you know my military career was going to be over. 

Because of my injuries, because of you know the issues I have to live with, holding 

down a 9 to 5 job was not going to be an option for me. For a number of reasons – 

you know the big one being I have lots of medical appointments, I have to see physios 

and so on. I didn’t want to be constantly saying oh I need to cut away for this CT scan 

or I need to go and do this, I need to go and do that. I wanted the flexibility to be able 

to go to those types of appointments without worrying about what an employer might 

be thinking.  

DUNBAR: With this in mind, he chose to turn his passion for bikes and bike racing 

into a business. 

McCULLEY: I knew I wouldn’t be able to race anymore. I used to race for the Navy 

and the Marines. I knew that wouldn’t be the case, but I wanted to do something 

within the industry. So the idea developed over a kind of 12, 15 month period whilst I 

was on rehabilitation. 

DUNBAR: Steve received compensation because of his injuries as well as a military 

pension when he left the Royal Marines. 

McCULLEY: I used my compensation money to inject cash into the business at the 
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start and you know for the first couple of years every so often I’d have to inject cash 

in. But also charities were very, very helpful. Help for Heroes, they funded a lot of my 

tools and equipment and paid for some courses. And Heropreneurs, although they 

didn’t give me anything financially, they provided mentorship and advice and 

guidance. 

DUNBAR: So talk me through self-employment. Has it been what you thought it was 

going to be or has it actually been quite different? 

McCULLEY: It is what I expected and it isn’t. I suppose the key thing is that I do get 

to control my diary. What wasn’t so obvious was the dedication and commitment 

needed. You know there is no one there saying you need to do this, you need to do 

that. You’ve got to do it yourself. I have to admit, I went into doing this thinking I 

wanted to build bikes, which I get to do but that’s probably 20 per cent of my time. 

The other 80 per cent is social media, bookkeeping, a bit of accountancy, sales, 

networking, PR. However, I’ve realised it’s a necessary evil if you’re going to have 

any type of success. 

KUMUTAT: Steve McCulley speaking to Jordan Dunbar. And there’s an accessible 

video of Steve and his work on the Money Box website now. James Brown, like Steve 

you were also employed before going out on your own. How did you find that? What 

was employment like for you? 

BROWN: I think once I got a job employment was fine, but I think a significant 

barrier for me was the recruitment process as well as public transport. 

KUMUTAT: Okay so tell me more about that. Why was the recruitment process such 

a problem? 

BROWN: Well I think as individuals we’re mostly a little bit risk averse, so if you’re 

on a panel and you’re interviewing a group of people and one of them is disabled and 

you have any doubts at all, there is a chance you may not choose that person. And my 

experience is that having failed to get a number of jobs and then subsequently 

speaking to a member of the panel, she actually said to me that they had doubts about 

how I would do the job because of my severe sight impairment and I said “Well why 
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didn’t you ask me though during the interview?” and she said “We felt we couldn’t. 

We didn’t think we were legally allowed to ask.” 

KUMUTAT: What kind of jobs were you going for? 

BROWN: Well I was an IT trainer at the time and I was applying for managerial 

jobs. So you know they were within a local authority where I ultimately ended up 

with the best job I ever had, so you know. 

KUMUTAT: Yeah. So did you feel that you were qualified for the job; that you had 

you know done the interview and the interviews had gone well but you weren’t 

getting the work? Is that what it was like for you? 

BROWN: Yeah there was that element to it. One of the jobs I applied for, I was 

required to do a software demonstration because I was applying to be an IT trainer. 

And I asked for some screen enlargement software to be installed on the computer 

that I would be using and my request was declined on the basis that they didn’t have 

time and they didn’t think it was necessary and that they couldn’t find another laptop, 

so …   

KUMUTAT: And Mobiloo is just one of a number of projects you have on the go. I 

mean what are your future ambitions and what is self-employment like for you now? 

BROWN: I think there are two aspects to it. First of all, self-employment, running 

my own business suits me as an individual because you know my values of 

independence and risk taking and making a difference and sort of discovery, those 

things really drive me. Those are the positive drivers. But in terms of the push that we 

were talking about earlier, the push away from employment, it is very frustrating 

when you know you’re qualified to do a job and you are failing to get a job because 

you’re not getting through the interview process.  

KUMUTAT: We’ve got a caller on the line now, Phil from Manchester. I gather that 

this sounds like something you’re going through at the moment? 

PHIL: Yes, exactly. Thanks for letting me on your show. Yeah, as James just said, 

it’s just the recruitment process that is really difficult. And my background is working 
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in equalities and I’m going for voluntary sector jobs, but even the first page where it 

says are you a driver, can you use your own car is putting a barrier in front of me 

straightaway. 

KUMUTAT: Because your disability doesn’t allow you to do that? 

PHIL: Well yes, yeah. Because of my impairment, I don’t drive, so it’s just … But, 

as echoed, as your previous interviewees have said, I was born a disabled person, I’ve 

been a disabled person all my life, so as with many disabled people our life chances 

are different than other people, right, as non-disabled people. So my education might 

be a bit bitty and no GCSEs or anything like that, but I’ve got a degree, and … 

KUMUTAT: Well … 

PHIL: Oh sorry. 

KUMUTAT: No that’s alright. We certainly wish you luck with your search, Phil. 

Best of luck with that. Kath Sunderland is from START Ability, a charity which 

offers employment advice to disabled people. Kath, you’re also self-employed. Are 

you hearing more from disabled people wanting to start their own businesses than in 

the past? What are they asking you? 

SUNDERLAND: I have to be honest, I think it’s about the same because people tend 

to approach us not actually knowing where they can go. So they’re in similar 

positions to the last caller and they face lots of difficulties with recruitment processes, 

which incidentally there are ways around the previous caller’s question, so you know 

we’d be happy to support him in that as well. But in terms of access to business 

services, it can be extraordinarily difficult as a disabled person to unravel all the 

barriers and it takes time and it takes alternative ways of doing things. But there are 

different ways of doing it and I suppose as somebody who set up my own business 

and somebody who has quite high support needs, I am very aware of the issues that 

people may face on a day to day basis but also even in the initial steps of trying to set 

up. 

KUMUTAT: And we received an email from Richard who says that exact point; that 
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when he became disabled, he had lots of support – this is probably 35 years ago – he 

had lots of support. Training was available, residential training was available and 

those things don’t exist anymore. Do you think that’s a problem? What can be done 

about it? 

SUNDERLAND: I think more and more people are coming to us because what 

happens is, particularly if you become disabled, everything is about what you’ve lost, 

everything is about the things that you can’t do, and the reality of it is that you can do 

anything, you just have to do it differently, okay? So working with people, a lot of our 

work may actually involve somebody considering working on a part-time basis and 

also considering setting up a self-employed business on a small scale to try it out to 

see what works for them, and it is about finding the individual’s own way of getting 

what’s right for them. 

KUMUTAT: And at what point would you say to somebody well have you thought 

about going self-employed? You know what would be the flags to you that would say 

this might be a success for somebody with a disability? 

SUNDERLAND: I tend to mention it when people tell me about barriers such as their 

need to sleep in the afternoon because of treatment or they have treatment in the 

afternoon or they have fatigue or they tell me about all the skills that they’ve got 

they’re not utilising. And it is really one of the first things that I would think of having 

been in that position myself of initially working on my business on a small scale and 

you know working part-time on a small scale because that was all I could manage. So 

for some people I may mention it as an alternative and they’ll say straight away no I 

only want employed positions, which is fine, okay, and good for them; but most 

people have never even considered self-employment because they didn’t realise there 

was support out there for them. 

KUMUTAT: And on the line … Thanks Kath. On the line we’ve got Ashar who 

wants to get some access to work funding, which is funding for technology or support, 

so that you can work. Is that right, Ashar? 

ASHER: So luckily I’ve just been successful with appealing the decision made on my 



 

 

 

 

12 

 

 

 

access to work claim, but it’s quite a lengthy and stressful process trying to advocate 

your right to work independently, which is what access ... 

KUMUTAT: (over) Are you self-employed, Ashar? Sorry to interrupt you. Are you 

self-employed? 

ASHER: Yes I am self-employed, yes. 

KUMUTAT: So can I ask what the problem was for you then? You know was it … 

Why do you think that it was a problem for you to get access to work funding? 

ASHER: Well, as with many cases with the DWP, I think there’s a culture of hitting 

targets and not adapting to the personal needs of each person. So I think the DWP 

probably has to cut costs, you know with austerity, public spending is constantly 

trying to be reduced, so I think they probably don’t want to give people the support 

that they need to work independently and have targets to try and reduce the amount of 

money that each person receives.  

BROWN: Ooh can I come in there because my experience is different from that? 

KUMUTAT: (over) Yeah of course. Yeah great. 

BROWN: My most recent access to work support has taken a bit too long to come 

through, but actually it’s really been worth it and I haven’t experienced the same 

problem. I find access to work to be extremely supportive and in fact I’ve benefitted 

from funding from access to work for several years and I couldn’t do what I do 

without it. So I’m able to have a support worker who can drive for me, who can help 

me with admin and paperwork and looking at the computer screen looking up stuff on 

the web when my eyes get tired - you know all that kind of support which is 

absolutely essential. 

KUMUTAT: Well I’m pleased that Ashar was able to get his support in the end. Now 

the government has pledged to halve the disability employment gap, which means 

increasing employment by 16 percentage points by 2020. Melanie Jones, half of all 

disabled people are unemployed. How feasible is halving the employment – 

unemployment gap or the employment gap? 
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JONES: Well we’ve certainly seen improvement. So we’ve seen increases in the rate 

of employment amongst disabled people, but I think in terms of a timescale or the rate 

of improvement we’re not seeing the kind of change that we would need to in order to 

hit that halving the gap by 2020. 

KUMUTAT: Okay so what do you think would need to happen? Ha-ha, put you on 

the spot. What do you think would need to happen to be able to try and address this? 

JONES: That’s a difficult question and obviously there’s quite a few inquiries trying 

to investigate that exact question at the moment, but undoubtedly there needs to be a 

step change in the level of support given in order to facilitate both entry into 

self-employment and also entry into paid employment for disabled people. 

KUMUTAT: James, what do you think you would have liked to have had when you 

made the decision to go self-employed? Was there anything that you wished you’d 

had? 

BROWN: Do you mean in terms of … 

KUMUTAT: In terms of support, in terms of funding, in terms of training.  

BROWN: I think because I was already aware of the support that I could get, then the 

decision to become self-employed and run my own business again - and this time with 

Mobiloo wasn’t the first time that I have done that - so I think I went in with my eyes 

quite well open if you like. 

KUMUTAT: Okay. And Kath, what support is out there for people who are looking 

to you know go it alone, be their own boss? 

SUNDERLAND: I think what we find is that if people can find the Disabled 

Entrepreneurs Network straightaway, they find that they’re able to access mentoring 

support, they’re able to access grants and loans from their particular area. So, for 

example, we look at the less obvious things like benevolent funds because a lot of the 

time people may need a small amount of money and they don’t want thousands and 

thousands of pounds to set up, but they may need something vital. So approaching a 

benevolent fund or their local Lions or Round Table may be more beneficial to them 
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than trying to apply for large financial institutions. But the other thing is they need 

access to accessible training and one of the things about individualised approaches is 

that you need somebody who understands where you are at the moment and all the 

different steps and complexities and issues that you’ve got to overcome. 

KUMATAT: But you kind of need people to help you map that out, don’t you? 

SUNDERLAND: You do. You do, absolutely. And one of the things that I spend 

most of my time doing is, number one, reassuring people; and number two is doing 

step by step plans because it can become very, very overwhelming. You know it’s not 

just a case of setting up a business. It could be a case of setting up a business, 

becoming a first time employer, you know potentially having to have adaptations to 

an environment so that you can have your … 

KUMUTAT: (over) So there’s a lot to think about.   

SUNDERLAND: There’s so many things to think about.  

KUMUTAT: We could talk for ages.  

KUMUTAT: We could. My thanks to my guests Conor D’Arcy, Melanie Jones, 

James Brown, Kath Sunderland and Steve McCulley, and to you all for your phone 

calls and emails. Paul Lewis will be here with Money Box on Saturday and Louise 

Cooper is here with Money Box Live this time next week. Goodbye.   

                                    

             


