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Access to Work: A Guide for the Arts and Cultural Sector  
 

What is Access to Work? 

Access to Work is a resource that helps to create a more accessible work 
environment. It provides grants to remove barriers that disabled people face in 
undertaking paid employment. Disability Arts Online has written this guide to 
interpret the Access to Work rules and official guidance with specific advice 
for the arts and cultural sector. 

There are many different types of work within the sector, artists and creatives tend to 
be self-employed and those working for organisations are usually employees. 

Access to Work is a Department for Work and Pensions fund which can help cover 
some of the extra costs of carrying out your job, or travelling to, from and during work 
because you’re disabled.  
 
There are three versions of this guide aimed at:  
 

1. Employees  
2. Employers  
3. Self-employed people.  

 
This one is for employed people. There is also a glossary for terms you may not be 

familiar with, or which require further explanation. The glossary is the same in each 
version of the guide.  
 
To access the guide for employees and employers visit 
https://disabilityarts.online/atw/resources  
 
Sections of the Guide: 
 
Eligibility 
What you can apply for 
Application process 
Managing monthly claims 
Glossary 
 
Alternative formats 
There are audio, easy read and BSL/captioned video versions of this guide available 
on our website along with additional resources. https://disabilityarts.online/atw/  
  

https://disabilityarts.online/atw/resources
https://disabilityarts.online/atw/
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Employed  
Access to Work: A Guide for self-employed people working in the Arts and 
Cultural Sector  

Eligibility 

Top Tip: There is no list of conditions or impairments that are ineligible for 
Access to Work. So long as you face barriers doing your job, you can make 
the case for a grant. People with many different requirements get Access to 
Work from support for dyslexia, communication, mental health through to 
mobility assistance. 

To get help you must be disabled or living with a long-term health condition which 
means you face barriers in getting to/from work and/or doing your job. You must also 
be 16 or over and there is no upper age limit. You must live and work in England, 
Scotland or Wales, there’s a different system in Northern Ireland. You can’t get 
Access to Work if you live in the Channel Islands or the Isle of Man. 

You need to have a paid job, or be about to start or return to one. There is no 
minimum earning limit (different rules apply if you are self-employed). A paid job 
generally means full or part-time paid work, whether permanent, casual or temporary 
(a standard PAYE job); but also could include: 

Top Tip: If you’re currently looking for a job, you can also apply to Access to 
Work if you need communication support at interviews. 

• An apprenticeship. 
• A work trial arranged by Jobcentre Plus. 
• Up to 8 weeks unpaid work experience. 
• A Department for Education Supported Internship. 
• Self-employment (see separate guide). 

You can’t get a grant for voluntary work or for when you are in training except for 
training related to your paid employment. 

If you get benefits these may affect whether you can get an Access to Work grant. If 
you are receiving Universal Credit, Jobseeker’s Allowance or Income Support, you 
can still get help from Access to Work if you work more than one hour a week. You 
can get Access to Work if you’re on Employment Support Allowance if you are 
doing permitted work as agreed with Jobcentre Plus. 

From 1 April 2018, all new applications are subject to a maximum annual award 
limit (cap) of twice the national average salary and the figure was set at £59,200. 
This figure is uprated annually in line with the average salary. 

What you can apply for 

https://disabilityarts.online/atw/resources
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Before you apply, talk to your employer about what reasonable adjustments they can 
make to meet your access requirements. You can apply for a grant from Access to 
Work to cover the additional costs, including equipment, travel and support workers. 

Equipment 

Access to Work can help fund essential equipment that is needed for access 
reasons. This might include: 

• An induction loop. 
• A height-adjustable desk; 
• Mobility equipment (if not already provided by the NHS). 

It can also fund adaptations to existing equipment such as installing speech-to-text 
software on your work computer and adapting your workstation. It will not fund 
standard equipment, standard business costs or anything related to health and 
safety requirements. 

It will not fund standard work equipment like a standard desk and chair a non-
disabled person would use, standard business costs or anything related to health 
and safety requirements. 

Travel 

If public transport is not accessible to you, Access to Work can help pay towards the 
cost of getting to and from work. For example, if a wheelchair user’s local train 
station does not have level access and there is no suitable bus service, Access to 
Work could fund the difference in price between a taxi and the train fare (if a taxi is 
the most cost-effective solution). You should make the case for the solution that is 
accessible for you. 

If you already have a vehicle via the Motability scheme, you won’t receive additional 
support from Access to Work, unless that vehicle is unsuitable for travelling to and 
from work. 

Access to Work can also pay towards the extra costs of travel during your working 
day (eg. travel to an external meeting), if public transport is not accessible to you. 
Your employer may be required to pay a contribution towards this. 

Support Workers 

Top Tip: Access to Work use certain terminology for the different types of 
support worker. You are much more likely to get the support you need if you 
use their language. If you want to get into the real nitty-gritty, you can also 
look at the Access to Work staff guide. 

If your access requirements mean you need a support worker, Access to Work will 
consider funding this. The Access to Work support worker categories are: 

• sign-language interpreter 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/access-to-work-staff-guide
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• lip-speaker 
• note-taker 
• palantypist 
• personal reader 
• travel-buddy 
• counsellor 
• the Mental Health Support Service 
• driver 
• job coach 
• carer (paid PA) 
• job aide 

Access to Work will not pay for a support worker to give nursing or personal care. 
Support starts when you are ready to start the working day. 

If you need to travel and stay away from home as part of your work, you can indicate 
the number of nights you will need to stay away for in a year during the application 
process. The costs of any applicable Travel to Work and support worker 
requirements can then be built into your award from the outset. This can include 
overnight stay fees for a support worker and their related accommodation and 
subsistence costs. If you do not include this in your original request you will have to 
make a new application for this type of support when you need to travel. 

You can also apply for additional support worker hours to assist with monthly Access 
to Work claim forms. 

Top Tips: If you do not know set dates of when you will need to travel away 
from home for work, it’s a good idea to work out an average for the year so 
you don’t have to put in continuous extra claims for individual trips. 
 
If you get asked to provide a selection of quotes for support workers or taxi 
companies, and you have a preferred provider or support worker, make sure 
their quote is competitive with the other quotes you submit. 

Application process 

You can apply for Access to Work by online application form or: 

• Telephone: 0800 121 7479. 
• Textphone: 0800 121 7579. 
• British Sign Language (BSL) video relay service – To use this you must 

first check you can use the service. Go to the video relay service. 
• NGT text relay (if you cannot hear or speak on the phone): 18001 then 0800 121 

7479 Monday to Friday, 8am to 7.30pm. 

There is no guarantee that Access to Work Staff will be familiar with your specific 
medical condition, impairment or access requirements. You should be able to clearly 
articulate your situation so that the advisor fully understands the barriers you face. 
It’s also useful to think about how best to describe the work you do, remembering 
that Access to Work staff will most likely have little knowledge of the arts and cultural 

https://www.get-disability-work-support.service.gov.uk/apply/condition
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xgWBXN5Bp_E
http://dwpatwenquiry.signvideo.net/
http://ngts.org.uk/
http://ngts.org.uk/
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sector. It’s a good idea to have a trusted friend or colleague to lean on for support 
throughout the process. 

Top Tip: You can nominate a colleague to deal with Access to Work on your 
behalf. You’ll need to ask them to provide a ‘third-party permission form’ for 
you to fill in. 

The stages of an Access to Work application: 

• Initial application form. 
• Access to Work adviser contacts you to discuss what help you could get. 
• Access to Work request additional information eg evidence from a medical 

professional. 
• With your permission, Access to Work may contact your employer to discuss the 

reasonable adjustments already made and the additional support you need. 
• An assessor may visit your workplace to assess your needs. 
• You receive a decision, which could include a grant offer. 
• To accept the offer you will need to complete the declaration within four weeks of 

the date of the offer. 

For more help see our Tips for Completing the Online Form downloadable resource 
sheet. 

If you are unsure what support is available, the Access to Work adviser can discuss 
the options with you, but it is helpful if you research and know your access support 
needs in advance. 

Top Tips: Regular updates to Access to Work mean that call centre staff are 
not always up to date with all of the detailed information. If they tell you 
something that you think maybe incorrect, double-check the information and 
then contact Access to Work again to confirm. If possible, get details 
confirmed via email so that you have a paper trail, or at the very least keep a 
diary of every conversation. 
 
If your condition or impairment is variable (good days and bad days) think 
carefully about the support you need overall to do your job, as you will still 
need to be able to work on your bad days. 

Monthly Claims 

It is common practice for organisations to pay for support workers and travel costs 
upfront and then be reimbursed by Access to Work. Access to Work will send you a 
form for claiming the amount of support you use on a monthly basis. For every 
calendar month you use support, you need to post a completed claim form signed by 
you and your employer, along with any relevant receipts and invoices. Your claim 
must arrive within 6 months of the activity for which you are claiming. 

You need to make a separate claim for each type of support. For example, if you 
have a Support Worker, Job Aide and get a Travel Grant, they must all be claimed 

https://disabilityarts.online/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Access-to-Work-Online-Application-Guide.pdf
https://disabilityarts.online/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Access-to-Work-Online-Application-Guide.pdf
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separately, even if the Support Worker and Job Aide are the same person, this also 
means they have to invoice separately. 

Check out the following resource sheets for examples of different claim forms: 

Support worker claim form. 

Travel to Work claim form. 

If circumstances arise where you need support worker help outside of your normal 
working patterns, including overseas travel, you can apply for additional support. 
Contact your Access to Work advisor to talk about making an application. 

Top Tips: It’s a good idea to write in bold both on the claim form and the 
invoice what type of support you are claiming for. 
 
Make sure you post claims individually as posting two or more claim forms in 
the same envelope may cause some of them to get lost. 

 
 
  

https://disabilityarts.online/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/DP222JP-claim-form-SW.pdf
https://disabilityarts.online/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/DP226JP-claim-form-TTW.pdf
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Glossary 

Access to Work 

Access to Work is a Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) fund which can help 
cover some of the extra costs for people in doing their jobs, or travelling to, from and 
during work because they’re disabled. It is available for both employed and self-
employed people. For employed people, it can complement but does not replace or 
subsidise an employer’s legal duty to make reasonable adjustments. 

Business Plan 

A business plan may occasionally be requested for self-employed applicants to 
Access to Work who consider themselves as a business, if they don’t already have 
at least a year’s worth of accounts or a tax return which proves they earn over the 
lower earnings limit, which is currently £6,025. A business plan can be quite a simple 
document which outlines your expected incoming and outgoings and demonstrates 
how you expect to earn over the lower earnings limit. For example, it could include 
details of any expected work, any confirmed contracts which have not already 
started and reasonable estimates for other earnings (for example you may be able to 
demonstrate you are likely to be asked to deliver at least 1 workshop a month over 
the year). It could also include details of how much you charge for certain services, 
any past grants or commissions you’ve had, any marketing ideas you may have had 
etc. There is a simple one-page template for an artist’s business plan available here. 

https://theabundantartist.com/beginners-one-page-art-business-plan/ 

https://theartsdevelopmentcompany.org.uk/resources/free-templates-1/business-
plan-template/ 

CV 

In many cases, self-employed people working in the arts might not consider 
themselves as a business e.g. a visual artist or an actor. In this case, if the applicant 
to Access to Work is new to self-employment and doesn’t yet have a year’s worth of 
accounts or a tax return, a Curriculum Vitae (CV) which demonstrates their skills and 
earning potential should be sufficient. A CV is usually a one or two-page document 
outlining the person’s academic qualifications, relevant training and past job history. 
Formats for CVs do differ, depending on which industry you work in. There are some 
useful guides below: 

A good overview of CVs in the arts 
generally: https://www.theguardian.com/careers/writing-an-arts-cv 

Visual Artist CVs: https://www.artquest.org.uk/how-to-articles/artist-cv/ 

Actors CVs: http://www.actorhub.co.uk/179/how-to-write-an-actors-cv 

Cap 

https://theabundantartist.com/beginners-one-page-art-business-plan/
https://theartsdevelopmentcompany.org.uk/resources/free-templates-1/business-plan-template/
https://theartsdevelopmentcompany.org.uk/resources/free-templates-1/business-plan-template/
https://www.theguardian.com/careers/writing-an-arts-cv
https://www.artquest.org.uk/how-to-articles/artist-cv/
http://www.actorhub.co.uk/179/how-to-write-an-actors-cv
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From 1 April 2018, all new applications to Access to Work are subject to a maximum 
annual award limit of twice the national average salary and the figure was set at 
£59,200. This figure is uprated annually. 

Equality Act 2010 

The Equality Act 2010 legally protects people from discrimination in the workplace 
and in wider society. It replaced previous anti-discrimination laws (including the 1995 
Disability Discrimination Act) with a single Act, making the law easier to understand 
and strengthening protection in some situations. It sets out the different ways in 
which it’s unlawful to treat someone. 

Lower Earnings Limit or LEL 

In order for self-employed applicants to Access to Work to be eligible for support, 
they must turn over at least the Lower Earnings Limit, which is currently  £6,025 per 
year (correct as of April 2019). This figure refers to the applicant’s turnover and not 
their profit. So they only need to have £6,025 coming in over the year, regardless of 
expenses and other outgoings, to be eligible. It does not refer to profit i.e. the 
amount of money earned once all expenses have been deducted. For example, if 
you received an Arts Council Grant of £10,000 for a project, but most of that grant 
went to paying other collaborators, venue hire, travel, materials or other expenses 
and you only paid yourself £1000 out of it – you would still be eligible for Access to 
Work.  If you are new to self-employment you have twelve months to test out your 
earning potential whilst getting support from Access to Work. You must meet the 
lower earnings limit by the end of your second year of self-employment. Also, if in the 
previous year you met the lower earnings limit, but this year you earned less than it, 
Access to Work will allow you another year to try and earn over the limit again, in 
effect you get a year of grace. 

Mental Health Support Service  

This confidential service delivered by Remploy funded by the Department for Work 
and Pensions is available at no charge to any employees with depression, anxiety, 
stress or other mental health issues affecting their work. 

Their specialist advisers provide: 

• Tailored work-focused mental health support for nine months 
• Suitable coping strategies 
• A support plan to keep them in, or return to work 
• Ideas for workplace adjustments to help them fulfil their role 
• Practical advice to support those with a mental health condition 

https://www.remploy.co.uk/about-us/current-programmes/access-work-mental-
health-support-service 

Motability Scheme 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/equality-act-2010-guidance#equalities-act-2010-legislation
https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work
https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work
https://www.remploy.co.uk/about-us/current-programmes/access-work-mental-health-support-service
https://www.remploy.co.uk/about-us/current-programmes/access-work-mental-health-support-service
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The Motability Scheme provides an affordable, worry-free way for disabled people to 
lease a car, scooter or powered wheelchair in exchange for their mobility allowance. 
The Scheme is operated by Motability Operations Ltd, under contract to Motability, a 
registered Charity. 

https://www.motability.co.uk 

PAYE 

Stands for pay-as-you-earn. It is a system whereby income tax and national 
insurance payments are collected by your employer on behalf of HMRC, directly 
from your pay, usually on a monthly basis. 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/debt-and-money/tax/how-to-pay-income-tax/the-
pay-as-you-earn-paye-system/ 

Permitted Work 

If you receive Employment and Support Allowance, you can only get help from 
Access to Work if you’re doing ‘permitted work’. It’s permitted work if all of the 
following apply: 

• You earn up to £125.50 a week (profit, not turnover); 
• You work less than 16 hours a week; 
• It’s been agreed with your Jobcentre Plus work coach or another representative 

of Jobcentre Plus, if you don’t have a work coach. Get this agreement in writing. 

Reasonable Adjustments 

According to the Equality Act 2010, all employers have a legal duty to make sure 
their disabled employees are not ‘substantially disadvantaged’ compared to non-
disabled employees. This applies to employer’s provisions and practices, physical 
features of the workplace/premises and the lack of an ‘auxiliary aid’ (such as a 
hearing loop).  If a disabled employee is substantially disadvantaged due to any of 
these factors, the employer has to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ to mitigate that 
disadvantage. Employers are only required to make adjustments that are reasonable 
in all the circumstances. Factors such as the cost and practicability of making an 
adjustment and the resources available to you may be taken into account in deciding 
what is ‘reasonable’. Ultimately, it is for an Employment Tribunal to decide, in the 
event of a claim of alleged unlawful disability discrimination, what adjustment should 
be made for a particular disabled employee, and whether it is correct to decline to 
make an adjustment based on the grounds of practicality or cost. 

Government guidance on reasonable adjustments. 

Self-assessment tax return 

Self-Assessment is a system HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) uses to collect 
Income Tax. Tax is usually deducted automatically from wages, pensions and 
savings. Self-employed people, including artists, have to report their earnings on a 

https://www.motability.co.uk/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/debt-and-money/tax/how-to-pay-income-tax/the-pay-as-you-earn-paye-system/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/debt-and-money/tax/how-to-pay-income-tax/the-pay-as-you-earn-paye-system/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/138118/Equality_Act_2010_-_Duty_on_employers_to_make_reasonable_adjustments_for....pdf
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Self-assessment tax return. In order to fill in a self-assessment tax return, you must 
first register with HMRC as self-employed and get yourself a Unique Taxpayer 
Reference (UTR). If you need to send a self-assessment tax return, you fill it in after 
the end of the tax year (5 April) it applies to and before the deadline: 31 October (for 
paper submissions) and 31 January (for online submissions). 

https://www.gov.uk/self-assessment-tax-returns 

Self-employed 

Self-employment means working for yourself, not for another organisation or 
employer. If you are self-employed you will have to fill in a self-assessment tax 
return, rather than being paid wages which are taxed at source like an employee. 
Self-employment can cover many different types of worker including freelancers, 
artists, actors, performers, musicians, writers, sole traders, contractors etc. You can 
do a piece of work for an organisation or even work on an ongoing basis with an 
organisation and still be considered self-employed – for example, delivering 
workshops for the same company – but if you handle your own tax and don’t get 
holiday and sick pay, then you considered are self-employed. In the eyes of Access 
to Work, actors on ITC Equity Contracts are treated as if they are employed, even if 
they handle their own tax, and therefore are not subject to the Lower Earnings Limit. 

Support Worker 

Access to Work will only fund certain types of support worker, and only those 
deemed necessary for the applicant’s access needs in the workplace. Access to 
Work has specific terminology for the different types of support worker and what 
each of those does. Further detail on each of Access to Work’s support worker 
categories is available below: 

• Sign-language interpreter – provides communication support in British Sign 
Language between deaf sign language users and hearing people. 

• Lip-speaker – provides communication support and has been professionally 
trained to be easy to lip read. 

• Note-taker – takes notes on your behalf because of access reasons. 
• Palantypist – live speech to text support. 
• Personal reader – live text to speech support. 
• Travel-buddy – supports and travels with you to and from work. 
• Counsellor – qualified counsellor to support with workplace coping strategies 

relating to mental health. 
• The Mental Health Support Service – service delivered by Remploy that delivers 

tailored mental health support. 
• Driver – drives you to and from work, this can be in your own vehicle. 
• Job coach – gives support for disabled people starting a new job to help them 

learn how to do the key tasks. 
• Carer (paid PA) – provides physical access support (not personal care). 
• Job aide – carries out skilled tasks on your behalf (up to 20% of your overall 

hours worked per week). 

Travel to Work 

https://www.gov.uk/self-assessment-tax-returns/who-must-send-a-tax-return
https://www.gov.uk/self-assessment-tax-returns
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Travel to Work is the name given by Access to Work to the grant provided to cover 
the costs of making travelling for your job accessible. 

Unique Taxpayer Reference 

A unique taxpayer reference is a 10 digit number which HMRC provides you when 
registering as self-employed. You need it to log in to your self-assessment tax 
account at gov.uk in order to fill in a tax return. 

https://www.gov.uk/log-in-file-self-assessment-tax-return/register-if-youre-not-self-
employed 

Universal Credit 

The term Permitted Work does not apply to Universal Credit and there are no limits 
to what you can earn because you are assessed each month for how much 
Universal Credit you are eligible for. If you are self-employed or a company director 
and on Universal Credit it is possible to get Access to Work if you meet the eligibility 
criteria listed above. If you are about to become self-employed and are on Universal 
Credit read the gov.uk information here: https://www.gov.uk/self-employment-and-
universal-credit 

 

https://www.gov.uk/log-in-file-self-assessment-tax-return/register-if-youre-not-self-employed
https://www.gov.uk/log-in-file-self-assessment-tax-return/register-if-youre-not-self-employed
https://www.gov.uk/self-employment-and-universal-credit
https://www.gov.uk/self-employment-and-universal-credit
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