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Abstract: The purpose of the presented study is to determine whether and to what extent 

persons with disabilities benefited from the available support to start and continue their 

business activity and what barriers they encountered in the process of obtaining it. 

The following research hypothesis was adopted: disability under certain socio-economic 

conditions can constitute an inspiration for self-employment. 

The survey method, the subject literature and legal acts analysis and review method as well as 

the analysis of statistical data were used in the course of the study. 

The commonly applied systems to increase the activity of disabled people on the labour market, 

and in particular aimed at providing them with incentives to undertake business activities are 

based on their right to work and ban on their discrimination. At the same time, various 

mechanisms of material encouragement for persons with disabilities, focused on stimulating 

such people to become active on the labour market are also applied. The main financial tools 

to support self-employment of the disabled people, registered as unemployed in employment 

offices, were subsidies for starting a business and reimbursement of some part of social security 

contributions. These instruments did not meet the specific needs and capabilities of persons 

with disabilities. 

In the light of survey results conducted in 2017 in a group of 348 persons with disabilities 

running a business in Poland in the form of self-employment, the largest group was represented 

by people with moderate disability - 223 persons, which accounted for almost 61.1% of all 

respondents. A much less numerous group were people with a mild degree of disability - 81 

persons, i.e. 23.3% respectively. The smallest group was made up of persons with the severe 

degree of disability - 44 people, i.e.: 12.6% of the total number of respondents. 

According to the indications of the respondents, the basic source of funding for the business 

start-up were one’s own savings and the support of the closest family members. 

These sources accounted for almost 96% of all the means used to set up a business. The least 

frequent financial support took the form of the so-called business angels, non-governmental 

organizations’ funding and loan funds. The subsidies for starting a business activity granted by 

PFRON [The State Fund for Rehabilitation of Disabled Persons] and the Labour Fund, i.e. the 

institutions statutorily appointed for providing support to these unemployed people who seek a 

way out of unemployment through self-employment, had a relatively small share. 13.51% and 

8.62% of the respondents respectively, pointed to the funds received from these institutions. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Persons with disabilities are generally classified as disadvantaged groups on the labour market. 

Disability, in many cases, represents a difficult to overcome barrier in entering and persisting 

on the labour market. The main type of workplace for the disabled are sheltered workshops. 

Much less frequently this group of people decides to set up and run their own business [1]. The 

disabled entrepreneurs emphasize values of self-employment, pointing primarily to the 

possibility of self-fulfillment, improvement of their financial situation, taking better advantage 

of their psycho-physical abilities and social status improvement [2],[3]. Self-employment of 

people with disabilities also allows using the experiences of being a disabled person and 

designing one’s work environment in an optimal way [4]. Self-employment can turn out, just 

like in the case of non-disabled people, the next stage in their career path and self-development 

[5]. Financial support received from the state and an opportunity to improve one’s financial 

situation can also act as an incentive for self-employment of people with disabilities [6],[7]. 

It should be emphasized that self-employment is not a panacea, thanks to which every disabled 

person, or even a large part of them, can become self-sufficient and avoid the need for further 

help. 

It should be emphasized that self-employment is not a panacea as a result of which every 

disabled person, or even their large group, can become self-sufficient and resign from or not 

require any further assistance or support. Only a small part of the discussed population may 

have the necessary attributes to start their own enterprise successfully. Frequently, self-

employment does not represent an alternative to a full-time job but just an existential 

compulsion, because the suffered disability effectively eliminates such individuals from the 

labour market [8]. 

2. PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES AND THEIR SOCIO-ECONOMIC SITUATION 

IN POLAND AND OTHER COUNTRIES 

The disabled, just like non-disabled people, face similar barriers making their functioning on the 

labour market difficult. They also refer to entrepreneurship. International research has shown that 

disability has a negative impact on the situation of persons with disabilities on the labour market 

[9]. 

The experiences in analyzing the situation of people with disabilities on the labour market indicate 

that disability can become a significant obstacle in an effective competition on the labour market 

[10]. Apart from that, it is also a source of poverty and exclusion from social life. According to 

the data provided by the United Nations approx. 10% of the world’s population, i.e. approx. 650 

million people, have disabilities. The percentage of persons with disabilities goes up along with 

population aging. In the developing countries 80% of the disabled exist below the subsistence 

level or suffer poverty. The majority of the disabled in these countries live in villages and have 

limited access to basic goods [11]. According to the World Bank estimates, persons with 

disabilities make 20% of the global population suffering poverty [12]. In the European Union the 

situation of the disabled on the labour market is highly diversified. The common characteristics 

here are lower, than in the case of non-disabled persons, occupational activity, higher 

unemployment and poorer education [13], [14]. 

The programmes for employment support and counteracting social exclusion, carried out in many 

highly developed countries characterized by well-developed social programmes, for various 
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reasons do not result in the expected effects [15]. In turn, as shown by the research results carried 

out in various scientific centers worldwide, self-employment of persons with disabilities can turn 

out an effective alternative to full-time work and an inspiration for many disabled people to return 

to both the labour market and the society [16],[17]. The clearly worse situation of people with 

disabilities on the labour market, comparing to the non-disabled ones, is commonly known and 

does not present any significant improvement. People with disabilities are still less professionally 

active and less likely to seek employment, thus they remain more at risk of unemployment, 

poverty and social exclusion. It is confirmed by the research results carried out in the European 

Union countries and the selected non-EU countries (Iceland, Switzerland, Russia, and Norway) 

in the years 2010-2014312 (Tab. 1). 

Table 1. The selected economic activity indicators of persons with disabilities and the general population 

aged 20-64, in the European Union and in some countries in the years 2010 – 2014. 

Specification 
Years 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Employment rate 

persons with disabilities 46.0% 46.9% 47.9% 48.5% 48.7% 

total population 67.3% 67.3% 67.0% 66.8% 67.7% 

Unemployment rate 

persons with disabilities 18.0% 17.4% 18.1% 19.0% 19.6% 

total population 10.9% 11.2% 12.2% 12.9% 12.6% 

Economic activity rate 

persons with disabilities 56.1% 56.7% 58.5% 59.8% 60.6% 

total population 75.5% 75.8% 76.3% 76.8% 77.5% 

The risk of poverty and exclusion 

persons with disabilities 29.6% 30.5% 30.3% 30.1% 30.1% 

total population 22.7% 23.6% 24.1% 23.8% 23.8% 

Source: Author’s compilation based on: [14] 

According to the aforementioned data, the employment rate of persons with disabilities in the 

period 2010 – 2014 was, on average, by approx. 20 percentage points lower than in the case of 

total population aged 20-64. People with disabilities were at greater risk of unemployment. It is 

confirmed by the unemployment rate of the disabled against total population. In 2010 – 2014, the 

average unemployment rate was more than 6 percentage points higher against that for total 

population. Persons with disabilities were also less active on the labour market, whereas the risk 

of poverty and social exclusion for economic reasons was also higher by a few percentage points. 

3. SELF-EMPLOYMENT AS THE COMPONENT OF OCCUPATIONAL 

REHABILITATION PROCESS OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES

Disability is not only a health problem but a complex phenomenon, reflecting the interaction 

between the features of the person’s body and the characteristics of the society in which he/she 

lives [18]. Persons with disabilities, in addition to their typical health problems, low self-esteem 

and poorer education, are continuously struggling with the problem of social and architectural 

barriers. It has an obvious impact on the decision of entering the path of self-employment. In the 

course of considering the decision to start a business, people with disabilities calculate, among 

others, the alternative costs. For example, if the benefits of remaining unemployed or becoming 

a hired labourer are higher than the profits of self-employment, it is highly unlikely that the 
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disabled person shall decide to invest in self-employment. Another factor is the degree of 

independence, which correlates positively with the probability of self-employment. However, the 

most important incentive for self-employment can take the form of self-motivation, as the factor 

resulting from such issues as alternative costs or independence [19]. 

In Poland, just as in many other countries, full-time work was the popular model of occupational 

rehabilitation in the years 2010-2017 (Tab. 2). 

Table 2. Employed persons with disabilities and employed total population in Poland, according to 

BAEL in the years 2010-2017. 

Years 

Employed persons with disabilities at working age (18-59/64) 
Unemployment rate 

Total 

Of which: 

Hired 

labourers 

Self-employed and 

employers 

Helping 

family 

members 

total 
including 

employers w % 

% of total employed persons with disabilities

2010 100 72,3 21,2 2,6 6,6 9,8

2011 100 72,9 21,3 2,7 5,8 9,8

2012 100 75,0 19,6 2,8 5,4 10,3

2013 100 76,6 18,4 2,9 4,0 10,5

2014 100 79,8 15,9 2,5 4,2 9,2

2015 100 82,6 14,1 2,4 3,8 9,3

2016 100 85,5 12,1 1,7 2,4 6,3

2017 100 86,4 11,3 1,6 2,3 5,0

Years total working age population (18-59/64) x

2010 100 77,0 19,1 4,2 3,9 9,8

2011 100 77,1 19,1 4,2 3,7 9,8

2012 100 77,6 18,9 4,2 3,5 10,3

2013 100 78,2 18,5 4,2 3,3 10,5

2014 100 78,6 18,3 4,1 3,1 9,2

2015 100 78,8 18,3 3,9 3,0 9,3

2016 100 79,3 18,1 4,0 2,6 6,3

2017 100 79,6 17,8 4,0 2,6 5,0

Source: Author’s compilation based on: [20]. 

In turn, a particular situation can be identified in which persons with disabilities were more 

willing, than the total population at working age (18-59 for women and 18-64 for men), to take 

up self-employment. The immediate factor affecting labour market activity and the type of job 

preferred is actually the situation occurring on the discussed market. High unemployment rate 

constitutes an important incentive for people with disabilities to seek employment in the form of 

self-employment as an alternative to a full-time job. In 2010-2013, i.e. in the period of 

unemployment rate in Poland at the level of 10%, on average 20.1% of the employed persons 

with disabilities were running a business, which is on average 1.2 percentage points more than in 

the case of total Polish population at working age. The labour market situation improvement – a 

decline in unemployment rate affected lower interest of the disabled in running their own 

business. It was particularly evident in the years 2013-2017. In this period, the systematically 

decreasing unemployment rate coincided with a significant decline in the percentage of persons 

with disabilities running their own enterprise. In the case of total population, the decline rate in 

the percentage of people running their own businesses in the discussed period amounted to only 

0.7 percentage points, which was much lower than in the case of people with disabilities. 
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4. THE DEGREE OF DISABILITY AND TYPES OF IMPAIRMENTS VS. SELF-

EMPLOYMENT IN THE LIGHT OF SURVEY RESULTS 

The disability rating system in force in Poland, i.e. granting a disabled individual with the legal 

status of a person with disability recognizes a disabled person as the one who has a valid 

disability certificate issued by the competent assessing and decision-making authority [21]. In 

the light of the decisions made, a disabled person can be classified as having one of three 

disability degrees, i.e. a severe, moderate or mild degree of disability. A person with disability 

may be diagnosed with one or more medical conditions presenting varying degrees of intensity. 

A disabled person may also suffer from a particular or a special type of impairment, which 

entitles him/her or their employers to additional benefits or privileges [see 22 and 23]. 

In the light of survey results conducted in 2017 in the group of 348 persons with disabilities 

running a business in the form of self-employment, the largest group covered persons with 

moderate disability – 223 people, which accounted for almost 61.1% of all the respondents (Fig. 

1). 

Figure 1. The structure of persons with disabilities covered by the survey taking into account the degree of 

disability

Source: survey results 

The less numerous group was made up of persons with mild degree of disability – 81 people, 

which accounted for almost 23.3% of the people surveyed. The smallest group included the 

most disabled people, i.e. with a severe degree of disability – 44 people, i.e. over 12.6% of all 

the respondents. 

The survey results indicated a significant diversification in the population of persons with 

disabilities running a business and covered by the survey in terms of the diagnosed impairment 

type. It should be remembered that part of the respondents suffered from at least one 

impairment. Hence, the sum of the results exceeds 100%. The summary of the conducted survey 

results allows identifying the locomotor disorder as the most frequent one among the 

respondents who were running a business on their own account in the form of self-employment 

(Fig. 2). 
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Figure 2. The structure of persons with disabilities covered by the survey taking into account the type of 

disability 

Source: survey results. 

As many as 207 respondents out of 348 people surveyed, i.e. approx. 60%, indicated this 

impairment type. The least often indicated was mental retardation - only one person (0.29%). 

Mental retardation was the least frequently marked disorder – only one person (0.29%). The 

indication of the locomotor organs disorder as the most conducive – even stimulating persons 

with disabilities for self-employment seems obvious. Mental disorders and problems with 

speech, i.e. verbal communication with the environment, can also be considered the most 

significant barriers in running a business by people with disabilities. 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of the presented study was to identify whether there was a relationship between the 

degree of disability and the type of the suffered impairment as well as the tendency towards taking 

up the risk of running a business in the form of self-employment. 

It was adopted in the study that some types of impairments and their intensity could become, 

under specific conditions, the factor motivating persons with disabilities to take up self-

employment. 

The general situation on the labour market and specifically the level of unemployment was 

definitely the major determinant influencing active attitudes of persons with disabilities on the 

labour market, predominantly in terms of running a business in the form of self-employment. In 

the case of Poland, the growing and generally high unemployment rate in 2010-2013 was an 

incentive for people with disabilities to look for their place on the labour market through self-

employment, rather than with reference to the overall Polish society. In the period of 

unemployment rate decline recorded in the following years, the percentage of persons with 

disabilities running their own businesses (both in terms of the total population and the disabled) 

was systematically decreasing, however, in the case of persons with disabilities, the rate of decline 

was definitely higher. 

In the years 2010-2017 the situation of the disabled in terms of running a business in the form of 

self-employment also depended on the type of suffered impairment and the degree of disability.

In the light of the conducted survey results, covering 348 persons with disabilities running a 
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business in the form of self-employment, the highest percentage (over 64%) was characterized 

by a certified moderate degree of disability. The smallest percentage referred to the most severely 

disabled persons (almost 13%). It is well understandable, taking into account the fact that such 

persons, in the light of the aforementioned provisions on declaring disability degrees, were often 

characterized by the impairments preventing their independent existence or requiring permanent 

care of an assistant, medical consultation and care as well as an intensive rehabilitation process.

People with mild disability, theoretically the most independent both physically and mentally, thus 

predestined for self-employment, accounted for slightly over 23% of the respondents. It can, 

therefore, be adopted that it was much easier for them to find full-time employment than in the 

case of either moderately or severely disabled people. The respondents most often indicated the 

disorders of locomotor organs and internal diseases as the reasons for their disability. In total, 

these individuals accounted for as many as 80% of the overall number of the surveyed population 

running their own business in the form of self-employment. People suffering from mental 

disorders and speech impairments were the least frequent to run their own companies. Thus, it 

can be assumed that mobility problems and verbal communication dysfunctions constituted an 

incentive for undertaking a business activity, while mental disorders and speech impairments 

acted as destimulants. 

In the light of the conducted surveys, the subject literature studies and the statistical data analyses, 

the research hypothesis was positively verified. 
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