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1. Executive Summary

The Disabled People’s Cabinet Forum, which took place on 3 February
2026, brought disabled people, Disabled People’s Organisations
(DPOs), and Cabinet Ministers together for direct dialogue and shared
problem-solving. As a first-of-its-kind event, it showed how Scotland’s
Disability Equality Plan can be delivered and further developed through
shared understanding and co-production from the outset, connecting
lived experience with leadership.

Across social security, social care, mental health, transport, and
employment, participants highlighted persistent, intersecting barriers to
disabled people’s independence, equality, and wellbeing, including
limitations on freedom, choice, and access to opportunity. Key issues
raised by the participants included inconsistent social care and charging
practices, long waits for essential services, inaccessible transport, digital
exclusion, and the disability poverty gap. These overlapping challenges
drive isolation, poverty, exclusion from society, impacts on family life,
worsening health, and premature mortality.

Ministers listened, outlined ongoing work, and acknowledged where
faster progress is needed. The First Minister committed to sustained
partnership with DPOs and to broadening work across all portfolios,
rather than limiting responsibility to a single directorate.

Clear cross-cutting needs emerged: greater consistency, stronger
accountability, and better coordination across systems. Disabled people
called for national leadership to reduce postcode variation and ensure
fair access to support wherever people live.

Ministerial involvement was central to the Forum’s impact. Direct
engagement with lived experience helped Ministers identify portfolio
gaps and next steps. Participants described the Forum as meaningful,
empowering, and a strong model of co-production.

The insights provide a solid mandate for the next phase of the Disability
Equality Plan: system improvement, ongoing partnership with DPOs,
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and rights-based, consistent, co-produced approaches across
government.

2. Background

Scotland’s Disability Equality Plan (June 2025) commits to advancing
disability equality by placing disabled people’s lived experience at the
centre of policy design and delivery. Its core premise is that progress
happens when disabled people shape decisions from the outset.

Grounded in the principle “nothing about us, without us,” and aligned
with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, the
Plan recognises disabled people as partners, leaders, and
rights-holders. It prioritises structural change so that disabled people’s
insights materially influence agendas, resource allocation, and
outcomes.

Inclusion Scotland, Glasgow Disability Alliance, and Disability Equality
Scotland co-produced the first iteration over two years, drawing on
lived-experience evidence to shape early development.

The Scottish Government will sustain this partnership throughout the
Plan’s lifetime, including evaluation, scrutiny, and continuous
improvement through new accountability structures.

Core priorities of the Disability Equality Plan (Phase One)

1. Financial support for disabled households. The Plan tackles the
disproportionately high living costs and poverty experienced by
disabled people by expanding access to advice and rights-based
support and removing barriers that prevent people from securing
the financial assistance to which they are entitled.

2. Inclusion, participation, and independent living. The Plan commits
to enabling full participation in everyday life by improving
accessibility, strengthening social care and community support,
enhancing digital inclusion, and embedding rights-based
policymaking across government so disabled people’s needs are
considered as standard.

3. Improving mental health. The Plan addresses the unequal burden
of poor mental health by expanding tailored provision, improving
coordination between services, and building leadership and
workforce understanding of the mental-health challenges that
disabled people face.



Key actions

To deliver these priorities, the Plan sets out practical measures including
tailored mental-health support for disabled people and expanded advice
and support services covering both financial guidance and rights-based
assistance. It invests in training to build disability competence across
government, ensuring policy and delivery teams can recognise impacts
and respond confidently.

The Plan also enhances scrutiny by enabling DPOs to hold government
to account at senior levels and commits to ongoing co-design with DPOs
and lived-experience groups to shape the next phase of a longer-term
disability equality strategy.

Social Model of Disability

The Scottish Government’s approach is underpinned by the Social
Model of Disability, which recognises that people are disabled not by
their impairments but by the barriers created by society - whether for
example physical, attitudinal, structural, or institutional. This model shifts
attention away from “fixing,” “curing” or “rehabilitating” individuals to ‘fit’
with society, and instead focuses on removing the obstacles that restrict
participation, create discrimination and cause barriers to independent
living.

Closely aligned with this is the framework of disability justice, which
emphasises that the oppressions disabled people experience cannot be
understood in isolation from other oppressions faced by some disabled
people such as racism, sexism, and homophobia. Disability Justice calls
systems that address the cumulative impacts of inequality,
discrimination, and poverty to work together instead of operating in silos.

Together, these perspectives reinforce the central principle of the
Disability Equality Plan: that meaningful progress requires structural
change, redistribution of power, and cohesive policy-making shaped by
the lived experience and leadership of disabled people. They provide a
coherent foundation for Scotland’s commitment to co-production and the
creation of fairer, more inclusive public services.

Disability competence

The Plan sets a clear goal to increase disability competence across the
Scottish Government—the skills, knowledge, and confidence to
recognise and address impacts on disabled people and ensure equal
freedom and opportunity. A disability-competent government includes
DPOs in the planning and design of policies, systems, and services,
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creating the conditions for full and meaningful participation in family,
community, workplaces, and wider society. The Disabled People’s
Cabinet Forum is a key mechanism to strengthen disability competence
and leadership in government and to increase Ministerial-level
accountability.

3. Purpose, Aims and Intended Outcomes of the Cabinet Forum

The Disabled People’s Cabinet Forum was created to give disabled
people a direct route to influence ministerial thinking and move beyond
traditional engagement models, establishing a meaningful platform for
lived-experience leadership to shape government priorities across
portfolios. Through direct dialogue and shared problem-solving with
Cabinet members, the Forum examined the real-world impact of current
systems, surfaced areas requiring improvement, and informed the
direction of future policy.

At its core, the Forum aimed to strengthen understanding of disability
justice, inform rights-based decision-making, deepen ministerial
awareness of the barriers disabled people face, and support progress
towards a fairer, more inclusive Scotland. It demonstrated how
lived-experience leadership drives more responsive and equitable policy
development.

To deliver these aims, the event was designed to strengthen meaningful
participation by giving disabled leaders a direct platform to articulate
experience, challenge assumptions, and shape Scotland’s policy
agenda. It modelled co-production, showing how shared power and
collaborative decision-making can yield more responsive, inclusive, and
effective policy. It also deepened understanding within government of
the barriers disabled people face across social security, social care,
mental health, transport, and wider infrastructure so that these factors
are accounted for at the outset of policy planning.

The Forum further built the case that responsibility for disabled people’s
outcomes must be shared across the Scottish Cabinet, with policy
actions taken on a cross-government basis. It identified priority areas for
improvement using lived experience to highlight gaps, inconsistencies,
and points where urgent action is needed; and it strengthened
relationships between Ministers, DPOs, and disabled people to support
continued dialogue and shared accountability.



Finally, it laid the foundation for lived experience to inform future delivery
of the Disability Equality Plan, including ongoing monitoring, evaluation,
and accountability.

Short-term outcomes include actionable insights to inform immediate
policy work, improved communication between Ministers and disabled
people, and progress in building disability competence within the
Scottish Government.

Long-term outcomes include embedding co-production in policy
processes, creating more consistent and equitable systems across
Scotland, and strengthening the Government’s ability to design policies
that uphold rights in practice and avoid creating further barriers.

4. Co-production Approach

The Cabinet Forum was designed and delivered through co-production,
with disabled people and DPO leaders embedded at every stage of
planning, decision-making, and facilitation. Building on the principles of
Scotland’s Disability Equality Plan, especially the commitment to embed
lived experience from the outset, DPO partners (Inclusion Scotland,
Glasgow Disability Alliance, Disability Equality Scotland) and wider
Scottish Independent Living Coalition (SILC) members played a pivotal
role in shaping the Forum’s purpose, structure, and content.

The approach represents a practical realisation of the Scottish
Government’s commitment to work in partnership with disabled people,
modelling engagement that is equitable, collaborative, and impactful.



5. Event Overview and Participants

The Cabinet Forum brought disabled people, Ministers, and Cabinet
Secretaries together for a focused two-hour session to advance the
ambitions of the Disability Equality Plan. Ministerial involvement was
central: direct dialogue enabled decision-makers to hear lived
experience first-hand, strengthening the link between policy intent and
the realities disabled people face. This engagement helped Ministers
identify areas for improvement within their portfolios, creating a clearer
route from lived experience to policy change.

Ministerial engagement throughout demonstrated a clear commitment to
shared decision-making and ensured the insights gathered would
directly inform next steps in delivering the Disability Equality Plan.

The Forum brought together a diverse group of disabled people from
across Scotland, including those who experience intersecting
inequalities such as sexism, ageism, homophobia, and racism.
Representatives from nine member organisations of the Scottish
Independent Living Coalition (SILC) attended, ensuring breadth across
communities, regions, and lived-experience backgrounds.

The First Minister, Cabinet Secretaries, and the Minister for Equalities
participated, alongside senior officials, to align discussions with
ministerial portfolios and support cross-government working. This mix of
lived experience, organisational expertise, and ministerial engagement
created a dynamic environment where issues could be examined in
depth and from multiple perspectives.

Accessibility and inclusion were designed in from the outset, with
adjustments tailored to individual needs.

6. Key Findings and Insights

Across all breakout discussions, participants described strong,
interlinked themes that underline the systemic nature of the barriers
disabled people face and the shared priorities for change. While each
group explored different topics, there was notable overlap in the
underlying issues—particularly the experience of variability in public
service delivery across Scotland’s 32 local authority areas and wider
local systems. Together, these insights point to the need for coordinated,
cross-government action rooted in co-production and lived experience.



While local authorities and COSLA were not participants at this Forum,
ongoing engagement with delivery partners will be essential to explore
these issues in detail and support practical solutions.

6.1 Mental Health and Wellbeing

Participants consistently described how uncertainty, delays, and
inconsistent access to services profoundly affect mental health. Long
waits, limited availability of appropriate or accessible support, and limited
coordination between mental health and social care were said to
intensify anxiety and distress, sometimes leading to crisis. The
difference between services existing in theory and being genuinely
accessible in practice was emphasised. Stigma and hostile public
narratives - especially around disability benefits - were also identified as
major contributors to poor mental health and wellbeing. Participants
spoke of often feeling treated as a “problem to fix,” and of the exhausting
toll of repeatedly advocating for basic support.

Disabled people highlighted gaps in disability competence across mental
health and social care systems, noting variable understanding of the
multiple barriers disabled people face. They emphasised the importance
of choice, different forms of advocacy, continuity of care, and
high-quality provision as central to improving wellbeing. Participants also
called for greater flexibility in Self-Directed Support (SDS).

Additional concerns included lengthy pre-assessment delays for social
work support and the instability created by annual funding cycles for
organisations supporting disabled people. Several participants called for
ring-fenced funding for Disabled People’s Organisations, potentially
through a model similar to the Independent Living Fund.

The Cabinet Secretary for Health outlined ongoing work to improve
coordination, data-sharing and service accessibility, alongside mobility
pilots designed to simplify end-to-end journeys.

He strongly emphasised the importance of tackling stigma, stating that
the Government will continue to rebut harmful narratives that contribute
to negative public attitudes toward disability.

6.2 Social Care

Participants described a gap between national ambitions for social care
and the lived reality of delivery at local level. They reported variability in
local delivery. Social care charges were repeatedly identified as a driver
of disability poverty, with a growing gap noted between the cost of
support and the level of Adult Disability Payment (ADP). Participants
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stressed that no other marginalised group is expected to personally
finance the removal of barriers to daily life. In some areas, charging
policies can result in a substantial share of disposable income being
used to meet care costs, without always accounting for wider financial
responsibilities or the additional costs associated with disability. Some
participants referenced external recommendations such as disregarding
at least 50% of ADP in charging assessments as potential steps towards
ending social care charges. These reflections also prompted calls for
clearer articulation of ADP’s intended purpose in meeting extra
disability-related costs.

Beyond affordability, participants described social care as increasingly
feeling crisis-driven despite longstanding commitments to prevention
and early intervention. They reported unmet needs, long waits for health
services, and variable access to high-quality, disability-competent
support. Inaccessible, inconsistent, or delayed services were said to
heighten frustration and hopelessness, sometimes with severe
consequences for wellbeing. Delegates reminded Ministers that social
care is a means to an end supporting human rights, wellbeing,
independent living, and participation rather than an end in itself. The
First Minister acknowledged the interconnected nature of these
challenges and the need for further improvement in both mental health
and social care, noting links with wider public service reform.

6.3 Accessible Transport

Transport was described as a major barrier to independent living
especially in remote and rural areas affecting access to services, work,
and daily life. Issues raised included the accessibility of different
transport modes, irregular bus services and lack of return journeys,
vehicle size and design, the affordability of taxis, and limited availability
of accessible taxis in rural areas. In cities, transport can be assumed to
be accessible when it is not in practice (for example, inconsistent
boarding support at train stations). Participants also highlighted
unintended consequences of well-intentioned infrastructure changes,
such as EV charging points encroaching on disabled parking bays or
street redesigns that create hazards.

Disabled people emphasised that accessible travel depends on a
whole-system approach: barriers in city planning, social care, digital
access, and affordability compound to restrict mobility. Examples
included social care support being essential to leave home, planning
journeys around accessible toilets, and digital exclusion limiting the
ability to plan travel, access cheaper fares, or use online systems,
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effectively creating a “travel tax.” Financial barriers further compound
this, including the cost of taxis and paying for carers to accompany
journeys. Overall, transport accessibility was framed as one piece of an
interrelated Independent Living Jigsaw, with each element essential to a
full and meaningful life. Transport to health and transport to housing
were stressed as priorities.

The Cabinet Secretary for Transport outlined work underway to improve
accessibility, including smart mobility pilots and Scotland’s approach to
Passenger Assistance at train stations (with associated booking
services). She highlighted the role of the Mobility and Access Committee
for Scotland (MACS) in shaping priorities and informing the successor to
the Accessible Travel Framework, and acknowledged challenges linked
to digital exclusion and variation in taxi provision and licensing across
Scotland.

6.4 Social Security

The transition from Personal Independence Payment (PIP) to Adult
Disability Payment (ADP) was viewed positively, reflecting greater
dignity and respect. However, harmful narratives at a UK level were said
to create fear and uncertainty, with worries about potential cuts and
increased scrutiny. Participants also described significant challenges
when reserved benefits need to be reclaimed after a job falls through—
citing gaps in income and stressful reassessment processes.

Disabled people spoke about a persistent disability poverty gap driven
by extra costs of being disabled (for example, social care charges,
higher energy costs, taxis, aids, and equipment). Digital exclusion was
both a cause and a consequence of poverty. Many reported using
benefits for purposes they were not designed for. Calls were made to
increase devolved non-means-tested disability benefits and mitigate
shortfalls arising from UK-level changes; examples included increasing
ADP, expanding eligibility, devolving, and protecting Access to Work,
improving public literacy around benefits, and progressing a Minimum
Income Guarantee for disabled people.

The Deputy First Minister reaffirmed that safeguarding social security
funding is a clear priority. She noted that the Cabinet has not discussed
cuts to disability benefits and stressed the importance of stability and
reassurance. She also recognised the need to improve public literacy
around disability benefits, acknowledging the impact of harmful
narratives. The Deputy First Minister further reflected that several
aspects of the system remain reserved to the UK Government and
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cannot be changed unilaterally, and that a Minimum Income Guarantee
entails complexity where multiple services, agencies, and entitlements
intersect.

6.5 Employment

Participants linked persistent poverty to barriers to gaining and
sustaining work and to inadequate pay when in work. Recruitment
processes were often experienced as intrusive, requiring disclosure of
personal information to secure basic adjustments. Experiences in
employment and education were described as limiting outcomes,
aspirations, and wellbeing. Participants highlighted the limitations of the
UK reserved Access to Work scheme and welcomed the Deputy First
Minister's commitment to expanding support within Scotland’s
employability landscape in recent years through Specialist Employability
Support.

6.6 Navigating Complex Systems and the Need for Co-production
Across groups, participants reported difficulty navigating complex,
fragmented systems involving multiple agencies and inconsistent
processes. A clear ask was for independent support to be available;
support to understand rights and services, navigate systems, access
peer support, and collective support, and obtain brokerage, advocacy,
and independent advocacy. Disabled people-led organisations were
seen as having a vital role. A strong message throughout was the need
for more joint working, deeper collaboration between local and national
systems, and better coordination across government portfolios.

Importantly, participants called for sustained co-production, not only at
national policy level but also locally within decision-making structures.
The closing reflection from one breakout group captured the spirit of the
day: “More co-working required—Iet’s do better together.”

7. Recommendations and Next Steps

The first Disabled People’s Cabinet Forum was a foundational
engagement designed to build relationships, deepen Ministerial
understanding of lived experience, and surface systemic issues affecting
disabled people across Scotland. It created the conditions for more
informed policymaking by enabling Ministers to hear directly from
disabled people at an early stage. The insights now provide a clear
evidence base to shape future action, support accountability, and guide
the next phase of the Disability Equality Plan and the upcoming
Executive Team Forum.
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Strengthen policy and system development

Apply Forum insights to current and future work on social care
(including the Independent Living Fund), mental health and
wellbeing, transport, digital inclusion, and financial security (social
security, anti-poverty initiatives, and employment).

Embed disability competence and lived-experience evidence in
policy teams through targeted training, internal briefings, and
cross-government learning sessions.

Accelerate cross-portfolio collaboration, recognising that systemic
challenges cannot be solved within single policy silos.

Strengthen governance and accountability

Use the Executive Team Forum to test system-wide implications,
agree ownership, and ensure organisational accountability for
follow-through.

Circulate this report to relevant policy teams and require reflection
of the issues raised in their workplans, with clear actions and
timelines.

Position the Forum as a core accountability mechanism,
evidencing how Ministerial and senior-leader engagement
translates into visible progress.

Maintain momentum and prepare for future events

Target further evidence and co-design where responsibilities are
split or practice varies across Scotland, ensuring solutions are
developed with DPOs and lived-experience leaders.

Strengthen future Forums by applying lessons from this inaugural
event—improving accessibility assurance, timing, facilitation
planning, and co-production processes.

Standardise inclusive design so accessibility and lived-experience
leadership are business-as-usual for all significant Scottish
Government engagements with disabled people.

The Forum will reconvene periodically to maintain momentum and
oversight, with timing informed by evaluation and engagement with
DPOs.
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8. Delegate Feedback and Reflections
Representative reflections:

“There was a genuine sense of connection, being listened to, and
potential for change.” — Inclusion Scotland

“The event demonstrated ‘Nothing About Us Without Us’—disabled
people were in the lead from planning to delivery.” — Glasgow Disability
Alliance

“Our organisations are advocating for disabled people, and the Scottish
Government is listening—now follow-up needs to occur.” — Disability
Equality Scotland

Delegates expressed a clear appetite for continued partnership,
affirming the Forum as a recurring component of the Programme. Future
Forums will be scheduled through programme governance, informed by
evaluation, progress reviews, and engagement with DPOs to support
deeper discussion, stronger outcome tracking, and sustained
accountability. Participants reported constructive engagement, and
suggested format improvements will be integrated into upcoming
Forums.

9. Challenges and Lessons Learned

The Cabinet Forum generated valuable insight not only on policy
priorities but also on how to deliver genuinely inclusive, co-produced
engagement at scale.

While widely regarded as successful, several logistical and operational
challenges emerged that will inform improvements to future Forums and
strengthen the Scottish Government’s wider practice.

Lived-experience perspectives enriched discussions and often opened
up important lines of enquiry. This did, however, place pressure on our
pacing and coordination, reminding us of the need to plan more flexibly
to protect both depth and time boundaries.

Future Forums will consider longer breakout sessions, focused opening

remarks to enable deeper dialogue, informal networking, and a short
moment for commemoration without rushing participants or Ministers.
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To support ownership and continuous co-production, the Scottish
Government Disability Equality Policy Team will work with DPO partners
to embed these mitigations into planning cycles, including early site
visits and full technical run-throughs. A core lesson is the value of early
and ongoing collaboration with DPOs: co-production should start at
inception and continue through design, delivery, and evaluation to
ensure the Forum remains inclusive, equitable, and outcome-focused.

Taken together, these insights will help deliver more inclusive, effective,
and accountable engagement, ensuring each Forum builds on the last
and strengthens genuine partnership with disabled people.
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