Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities

Baroness Neuberger’s enquiry on Volunteering and Health

Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities promotes opportunities to empower young people and adults with any kind of disability to realise their potential in further, continuing and higher education, training and employment throughout the United Kingdom. Skill works by providing information and advice to individuals, promoting good practice and influencing policy in partnership with disabled people, service providers and policy makers.
Skill produces a number of publications aimed at professionals and the sector, as well as publications aimed at disabled people themselves. Relevent publications to this enquiry include: Into…Volunteering, Into…Nursing and Midwifery, Into…Medecine, Access to Volunteering, and Disability Equality in Volunteering.

How can Government and the third sector make volunteering in health more attractive? 

Skill’s research in to access to volunteering for disabled people identified constraints in funding as being a barrier. Many organisations, including health organisations keen to involve disabled volunteers were unable to meet the additional costs to necessitate inclusion. This often included providing a sign language interpreter or support worker.
Disabled people in employment who require adjustments to enable them to work are supported by Access to Work (AtW) funding. Similarly disabled people who are studying can access funding from the Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) in Higher Education and Additional Learning Support  (ALS) in Further Education. Disabled people who want to take part in volunteering cannot access any equivalent provision and so may be disadvantaged and limited in the volunteering activities they can take part in or the volunteering organisations they can support. Skill recommends that the Government provide a support fund comparable to “Access to Work” that disabled volunteers can access to ensure their access and support or that more favourable grants are made available under the current funding mechanism.
Skill believes that the benefits system should work in favour of young people engaged in constructive community based unpaid activity. It should also recognise that many 16-25 year olds are still at a stage where career pathways are still undecided. One way this could be achieved is to extend the concept of Educational Maintenance Grant (EMA) to volunteering.

A situation whereby a young person chooses to take “time out” of education or part-time work to concentrate on some form of structured voluntary work where there are clearly defined outcomes and career goal should be endorsed. Skill believes this could be achieved by introducing “volunteering breaks” (much like taking a “gap year out”) which could extend over a maximum length of time and be open to those who have sent a period of time in paid employment, education or work based training.

Skill recommends that benefit incentives or learning credits should be researched further to increase the advantages that young people with and without a disability receive from volunteering. 

The Learning and Skills Council (LSC) is responsible for working with employers and not volunteering agencies, and so should take the lead in encouraging employers to recognise the transferable skills that a potential employee might gain from their volunteering experience.

How do we promote volunteering in health to a wider audience? How can people from a wide range of backgrounds and ages be attracted to volunteering in health? 

Disabled people are often seen as the recipient rather than the provider of voluntary help and therefore there is an assumption that they are not capable of carrying out voluntary work. This assumption is clearly ungrounded and needs to be challenged. 

Skill recommends that the image of volunteering for young people with disabilities specifically could be improved by promoting disabled volunteers within a mainstream context.

Volunteering is valuable for the individuals that volunteer as well as the organisations that they volunteer for. Skill: National Bureau for Students with Disabilities believes that equal access to and promotion of volunteering opportunities for disabled people is essential for the individuals themselves, as well as the organisations they represent and society as a whole.

Volunteering activities can help boost the confidence of the volunteer and this has been seen by Skill when reviewing its own volunteering activities. One means of promoting volunteering is encouraging disabled volunteers to act as role models to other disabled people and increase aspirations. Skill believes that awareness of volunteering opportunities and the access arrangements that will be made to support disabled persons volunteering activities will increase participation in these activities.

How can we reduce barriers to volunteer involvement? What can be done to support the third sector to involve volunteers in public services? How do we spread good practice in volunteer management, including training? 

Skill has completed a two-year research project on volunteering opportunities for disabled young people (Shaping the Debate), a volunteering project to develop resources (Step Up) and researched a number of volunteering-related publications.
Skill’s research on disabled access into volunteering found that one of the issues for many organisations that were keen to involved disabled volunteers was funding. The cost of providing support and adjustments for the majority of disabled volunteers is low, and working with disability organisations can help volunteering organisations embed accessibility and support.  However some disabled people need additional support and adjustments that are higher in cost, such as providing return taxi fares or making adjustments to IT equipment.
Skill recommends that the Government provide a support fund comparable to “Access to Work” that disabled volunteers can access to ensure their access and support or that more favourable grants are made available under the current funding mechanism. 

Skill’s research also highlighted that a significant number of organisations involving volunteers did not use a volunteer agreement – citing a fear of the agreement being seen as an employment contract. 

Skill recommends that this legal issue should be resolved.
Skill’s research showed that organisations were experiencing very little success recruiting disabled volunteers via their local volunteer centres, and that disabled groups, such as young people refugee and asylum seekers and BME groups were less well involved as volunteers. Successful volunteering opportunities for disabled people were best provided when volunteering organisations forged links with disability organisations.

Skill recommends that volunteering organisations be encouraged to link with disability organisations who can provide expert information and advice on problems affecting the young persons volunteering, and can promote disabled access in to volunteering. 

Skill recommends that there is a review of the existing volunteer centre network to create more consistent provision for disabled people and disabled groups.
Skill recommends that further research be undertaken to look at the barriers preventing disabled groups, such as refugee and asylum seekers, from volunteering. 
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