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I was all set to start a paid work placement as part of my course and 
was really excited to be signing off Jobseeker’s Allowance. The week 
my placement was due to start I had an accident. I fell off a ladder and 
shattered my ankle in four places. That should be a warning to anybody: 
don’t climb a ladder in fl ip-fl ops!

I had to have an operation and was in hospital for a week. Then the 
Jobcentre told me I had to go on Incapacity Benefi ts because my injury 
limited my movements and slowed me down. I didn’t know how long it 
would take to heal, and I had to put my life on hold.

After a year and a half I was still on benefi ts and waiting for another 
operation as the metal in my ankle had reacted with my body. That sent 
me right back to square one, and for the next few years I had to take my 
time waiting for my leg to get strong again. 

Living on benefi ts was a huge burden; it made me feel so low. When 
I lived in Nigeria I was such an active person, but suddenly I was on my 
own, slowed down, and frustrated.

I decided to see if  there was any way I would be able to get back to 
work while I was going through this, so I spoke to my Jobcentre Plus 
advisor about my options. She told me about WorkDirections’ Pathways 
to Work programme, and I called them straight away to make an 
appointment.

“Living on benefi ts was a huge 
burden; it made me feel 
so low. When I lived 
in Nigeria I was such
an active person, 
but suddenly I was 
on my own, slowed 
down, and frustrated.”

Five years ago I was building a great future for myself. I was doing a 
fashion course and planned to follow this with studies in textiles and 
hair and beauty. I was working as a mobile hairdresser but my income 
wasn’t enough so I signed on for Jobseeker’s Allowance. I was sure 
this was only going to be temporary.

“Living on benefi ts was a huge 
burden; it made me feel 
so low. When I lived 
in Nigeria I was such
an active person, 
but suddenly I was 
on my own, slowed 
down, and frustrated.”

Sade
Beauty therapist, East London
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When I met my WorkDirections advisor, Barbara, we talked about my 
career goals and work history, and how I thought my health issues were 
affecting my attitude and confidence. I thought she would try to get me 
straight on to applying for jobs, so I was surprised when the first thing 
she did was refer me to WorkDirections’ physiotherapist, who arranged 
for me to start Pilates classes to help build my strength and stability.

While I worked on improving my health, Barbara helped me make a CV, 
showed me how to find and apply for jobs, and arranged for me to 
practise answering interview questions with some of the other advisors.

We started off looking for childcare jobs, as a friend of mine worked 
escorting children to and from school and there was a possibility they 
would take me on, but in the end I wasn’t short listed.

Barbara didn’t let me get discouraged, and we started looking for retail 
work instead. We sent out lots of applications and I even went to 
interviews but they didn’t come to anything. This went on for a few 
months. Rejection was hard. Sometimes I didn’t even finish reading a 
rejection letter; I just ripped it up and threw it away. 

I just wanted to get off benefits, but Barbara encouraged me to think 
about my interests. Arts and design came to mind as they are in my 
blood. They have been a part of me since childhood; whenever I saw 
clothes I liked and my parents wouldn’t buy them for me, I made them 
myself. I was nine when I made my first halter neck top.

I told Barbara that I wanted to become a self-employed beauty therapist 
and fashion designer, and she was really keen to help. We did lots of  
planning, and Barbara helped me to research courses using the 
computers at WorkDirections. I also did a course in business for women 
where I learned how to write a business plan.

Barbara would call me with new information like when a start-up fair was 
on and so I attended some of those as well as watching the business 
channels on television. I also read a lot of books about how people set 
up successful businesses. I started picking things up. 

I did short courses in manicure and pedicure which I found in the adult 
education section of my local library. I had to save for them but Barbara 
helped me get concessions because I was on benefits, and so I paid 
very little. I also practised on my friends and relatives. Barbara helped 
me print off business cards for my new company, and I distributed these 
in lots of different places. 

I came off benefits the day I got my first customer and things really took 
off from there. Suddenly I was racing to keep up with demand! 

Barbara did a lot for me during this time; she helped me to sign off and 
apply for Working Tax Credits, and she was available on the phone at 
any time if  I needed her.

Going forward, my qualifications will mean I can rent a chair in a salon.  
I have also started doing customised fashion design, which involves 
things like buying plain t-shirts and customising them with screen-
printing, then selling them online and at exhibitions. 

I have lost count of the number of clients I now have. Sometimes work 
goes down and up, as any business person will tell you, but it is better 
than being on benefits.

When my friend signed off benefits, almost a year before me, she said it 
was as if  a tonne of bricks fell off her back. That’s the way I feel, free to 
do anything. The moment I signed off I said “that’s it - I will not go back”. 
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Launched in late 2002, WorkDirections is now one of the UK’s leading 
welfare-to-work providers, delivering employment programmes to long-
term unemployed people, lone parents and those with health conditions.

In December 2007, we started delivering the Pathways to Work 
programme in London, the Midlands, and Scotland.

Our Pathways to Work programme gives clients access to a range of  
employment support, from identifying job goals, creating CVs, and 
practising interview skills to finding suitable childcare and applying for 
in-work benefits.

In addition, our in-house health specialists help clients to manage their 
health conditions while they look for a job and once they start work. 
These services cover physical and mental health issues, such as 
confidence building, the benefits of exercise, pain management, and 
coping with stress, and are delivered via a combination of one-to-one 
consultations and group workshops.

For more information about our Pathways to Work 
programme, visit www.workdirections.co.uk/health

WorkDirections – supporting unemployed people 
into suitable, lasting work 




