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Report on the Information Exchange Day

8 December 2010
Introduction
Disability Action continues to be committed to engaging service users to ensure that our Services are meeting their needs.  Information Exchange Days are designed to give service users an opportunity to give feedback and to allow Disability Action to give updates on current issues.

The Employment and Training Unit of Disability Action hosted an Information Exchange Day on 8 December 2010 for Employment Support and Workable employees.  Eight Placement Officers, two Vocational Project Managers and 30 service users attended.  We were also delighted that two representatives from Disablement Advisory Service were able to attend, Mr Terry Park and Mrs Marina Smyth.

Disablement Advisory Service Presentation

The day started with a welcome from the Chair, Gillian Rainey, followed by a presentation by Terry Park of DAS.  Terry talked about the different employment Services provided by the Department, namely Employment Support, Workable and Access to Work.  He gave a brief overview of the Services available and emphasised the Departments commitment to these programmes.

Terry acknowledged that it is a difficult time in terms of the economic situation but the Department recognised the value and benefits of the programmes and is keen to secure future budgets and funding for these Services.

Employment Campaign

A presentation and workshop on the Human Rights Employment Campaign was led by Michelle Millar from Disability Action’s Centre on Human Rights.  Michelle started by giving an overview of Human Rights and then focused on employment.  The Centre is planning a campaign on employment and is keen to get the views of people with disabilities in order to focus on an issues of concern to people with disabilities in Northern Ireland.
In smaller groups led by Placement Officers, participants were asked to consider what were the experiences of people with disabilities in employment in Northern Ireland.
-
What are the problems you face in work or getting a job?

-
Are you being treated the same as everyone else?

-
What needs to be changed?

-
Who needs to hear this?

Appendix 1 gives the breakdown of responses from this session.

An individual from each group then presented their feedback to the audience.

The general feedback from this session was that service users felt that people with disabilities faced problems in work or in getting a job.  Problems such as employers’ negative perceptions, staff attitudes, transport and family issues, discrimination, lack of clear instruction and lack of reasonable adjustments.

In relation to being asked if service users were being treated the same as everyone else there appeared to be mixed views.  Some felt that generally they were, while others felt they were not given the same chances or respect as their non-disabled colleagues and felt there was a lack of disability awareness.  This obviously varied from workplace to workplace.

When asked what needs to be changed, several areas were highlighted namely, raising awareness, proper training, more varied work and equality in work.
Service users felt that a campaign needed to bring this message to a broad spectrum of people from line managers, to Government and emphasised the continued need for Placement Officers to advocate on their behalf.
Informal feedback listed in the Appendix shows that while the Disability Discrimination Act is very much present there are still inequalities in work that need to be continually challenged and changed.  

Michelle closed this session by explaining that the Centre would use the feedback to shape their campaign and that participants would be kept informed of the developments.

Service Evaluation

Laura McCartney, Employment and Training Manager, Disability Action then asked people to stay in their small groups to address service evaluation.

Laura asked firstly for people to rate our service in terms of how service users rated our staff, our service and the programme they were involved with, whether ES or Workable.
People were asked to do this anonymously (see Appendix 2). As stated previously Disability Action is keen for service users to recognise the importance of gathering both positive and negative feedback. 

Of the 30 attendees, 25 were either very happy or happy with Disability Action’s staff, three well satisfied and two were very unhappy.  When rating the Service we provide, 27 users were happy or very happy with the service, one was satisfied, one was unhappy and one was very unhappy.
When rating the programme, again 24 people were either happy or very happy with the programmes they were on, two were satisfied, two were unhappy and two very unhappy.

Laura then asked the groups to consider three more questions:

-
What are we doing well?

-
What do we need to improve?

-
What do you think of our plans


(a) to produce an induction pack


(b) review the distance travelled approach


(c) more input from service users.

As time was short we asked each group to report back on one thing we were doing well and one thing we need to improve upon, the feedback is in Appendix 2.  

Again there was a wide range of feedback with the main feeling being that the support to employees was something that we were doing well along with help with forms, Access to Work, transport issues and benefits.  Generally people felt Placement Officers were in contact regularly and there was a sense of confidentially and trust.

In regard to what we need to improve, some of the suggestions are programme bound eg budget plans and 16 hour work limit, but other suggestions were around more user involvement, more training to employers and less changing around of caseloads.

We asked the groups what they thought of our plans and overall they would see them as positive steps especially more user engagement.

User Engagement
Norah Marquess gave a presentation on Disability Action’s “Engagement with People with Disabilities Policy Document.”  She stated that this is a very important policy for the Organisation and for all people linked with Disability Action. She pointed out that people with disabilities have been involved in developing the Policy at every stage from start to finish.
She explained that engagement means, giving people with disabilities their say on:

· Disability Action’s plans and decisions

· How well Disability Action’s services are run

· Recommendations for improvement
The aim of the policy is to ensure that all member groups and individuals who use Disability Action’s services are given the opportunity to fully engage with the Organisation and to involve people with disabilities in decision making that affects their relationship with the Organisation.

Norah spoke to the group about the different ways Disability Action will engage with people with disabilities.  These include:
· Information sharing

· Influencing services

· Consultation

· Strategic Influence

She pointed out that it is very important that the engagement is inclusive and meaningful and that it is regularly monitored and reviewed.

Norah talked to the audience about the role of an Advisory Group made up of people with disabilities who will have a say on how Disability Action is run in the future.  She explained that Disability Action will provide training and capacity building to give them the skills they need to participate in the group.  Some members of the group may go on to become Board Members of Disability Action.

Monica Wilson, Chief Executive of Disability Action, reinforced the importance that the Organisation is placing on this Policy.  She joined Norah in asking people at the User Day for their thoughts on who should be in the Advisory Group and how to get the right people.
Individuals from the audience responded that members of the Advisory Group should be reliable, committed and passionate people who can bring new ideas to the Board.  They felt that they should be from different parts of N. Ireland, of a wide age group and should have varied interest in areas including access, information, employment and training.

It was suggested that individuals could self-nominate or nominate suitable people for the group.  It was also suggested that advertisements could be placed in newspapers, through membership contacts and on Disability Action’s website. There was general agreement that there is a need for a proper selection process to get the right people.  Concerns were raised regarding skills and experience of people interested in joining the group.  It was made clear that Disability Action will provide whatever training is needed to enable people with disabilities to fully participate in the Advisory Group.
The audience were also asked what they hoped the Advisory Group would be able to do.  Individuals responded by saying the group could give disabled people a voice and raise awareness of different types of disability.  They felt that the group might be able to affect change that would result in improvements in the daily lives of people with disabilities.  It was stressed that the group should not be a talking shop and that Disability Action needs to be challenged in its direction over the next 5 to 10 years.
Monica thanked everyone for their important contribution and assured them that Disability Action is committed to delivering the policy.

Conclusion and Action Plan 

The day closed with a summary and the completion of an evaluation form, the results are in Appendix 3.

Over 93% of the participants rated the practical arrangements, the relevance of the day, the ability to have their say and the format of the day as good to excellent.  Unfortunately there was difficulty with the loop system and this has since been reported to the venue management.  There were also some travel problems due to bad weather.  The feedback was very positive with users benefitting from the chance to discuss different issues and talk about their own personal situations.  As always there was a strong interest in further opportunities to get together.
All of the feedback from the day will be used by Disability Action to plan for the future.  Some action points are for the Employment and Training Manager to take forward.  The process for recruitment of an Advisory group is to be developed by senior management.  The Centre for Human Rights for People with Disabilities will take forward the employment campaign with the assistance of the employment team.  Feedback on the delivery of our services has been reviewed by the team to ensure we are meeting the needs of service users.  Staff will specifically address the issues raised around awareness for employers, practical support arrangements, and advocacy as noted in the action points below.
Action Points
1
After disability awareness has been delivered there will be explicit feedback to the employee.  Employment Officers will also reaffirm our willingness and commitment to delivering additional formal Disability Awareness Training.  This will also be raised at the reviews (x 6 monthly).

2
With regard to an employer user day our experiences to date have shown lack of take up by employers.  As an alternative, Disability Action will set up an employers’ focus group where staff will look at activities to increase engagement with employers and raise Disability Action’s profile.

3
Disability Action is committed to advocacy and equality.   At the next support visit to participants, Employment Officers will discuss the User Day feedback.  Any changes to support actions or arrangements will be agreed with employees.
4
User Days will continue to be scheduled annually.  Due to difficulties with the weather this year it has been agreed to move the next User Day to spring/summer 2012.

5
As part of the quality improvement in our self assessment report an induction pack will be developed.  It will be made available to new and existing service users.
6
The Centre for Human Rights will work towards the design of an employment campaign which will run throughout 2011 drawing on the feedback from the User Day and the evidence and experience of disabled people both in employment and seeking employment.  Service users will be kept informed of the campaign and its outcomes.
7
The Employment and Training Unit will have a service user representative on the Disability Action Advisory Group.  Recruitment arrangements will be put in place by senior management.
Appendix 1
Session 1 – Centre on Human Rights for People with Disabilities
What are the problems you face in work or getting a job?

· Employers negative perceptions – money, facilities, peoples limitations

· Could employers/HR be involved in days like this?

· Colleague’s perceptions.  Difficult to stand up for yourself

· Can be more difficult if you have an obvious disability

· Selection for redundancy

· Transport and family issues

· Social aspects; inclusion

· Harassment

· Discrimination

· Staff attitudes and relationships

· Sickness/protection when off work

· Raising issues

· Job security

· Clear job description tailored for the individual as problems can arise if this doesn’t happen

· One manager and one job at a time

· Adjustments should be made and everyone aware

· Not enough jobs

· Taking advantage of – lack of qualifications, difficult to get promoted

· Interview skills

· Put under pressure

· Not giving instructions clearly

· Problems with communication, listening to ideas. Teamwork could be better

· Daily problems and knowing how you fit in

· People put their perceptions on you, limiting

· Roles and responsibilities

· Hours fluctuate and are limited

· Pay issues. Tax credits

Are you being treated the same as everyone else?

· Generally Yes, sometimes overly

· Can feel you are not been taken seriously

· Depend on employer and employee, both parties must cooperate

· Miss out on staff meetings (i.e. Part time worker)

· Transfer opportunities (DA staff)

· Bullying can occur

· Usually included in social activities

· Pressure can be put on a disabled person to get work done quickly

· Having a placement officer helps

· Sometimes discriminated against/prejudice

· Not given opportunities because of disability

· Not given a chance

· Not given respect

· Forced to do ‘crap’ jobs

· Not getting overtime

· No

· Perceptions, limitations

· Lack of disability awareness

What needs to be changed?

· Raising awareness

· Proper training

· Equality at work

· Some attitudes

· Option to reduce hours should be available

· Having help to work out a good working pattern

· Flexible working hours

· More respect

· More responsibility

· More varied work

· More training applied equally to all staff

· Better day

Who needs to hear this?

· Direct line managers

· Senior staff, decision makers and budget holders

· Politicians

· Success rates e.g. Acknowledged by management

· DA DAS

· Boss/Employer

· Government needs to be aware of how people are being treated

· Placement officer needs to advocate on our behalf

· Managers/Directors

· Colleagues

· Family/Friends

· Disability organisation

· Newspapers

· Disability Action

Appendix 2
Session 2 – Employment Support and Workable Evaluation of Service
What are we doing well?

· Liaising well with employers.  Better understanding and better respect for employees

· Move to open employment

· Generate confidence. Somewhere to go if having problems

· Good to have additional support

· Diversity of support and user involvement

· Like the format of ES reviews. Includes both parties and highlights what is going well and needs to be addressed

· Placement officer very good

· Some supervisors and managers and colleagues

· Support on disability issues

· Treating us with respect

· Benefit and financial assistance

· Help me with my forms, ATW, transport, benefits

· Glad they got me a job and help me keep my job

· Regular contact

· Approachable at anytime, text/phone

· Placement officer not always available or knowing work situation well but do get back to me quickly

· Good when you have a problem in work, sort out problems

· Someone to talk to

· Advocacy

· Support to have a job

· We make an effort

· Confidentiality

· Good quality support/advice and guidance

· Placement officer on your side and on your behalf

· Good to get feedback

· Good relationship with Placement Officers, trust

· Look forward to personal support

· Good regular contact

What we need to improve?

· Include employers in User Days

· Progression within jobs and promotion

· More training from DA and employers

· More choices

· Talk to colleagues, awareness raising

· Keep ES going

· Keep ES employees informed

· Opportunity to join the union

· Proper communication channel, don’t ignore people with disabilities

· Contact users in advance of why we are visiting and keep up to date if we are going to be delayed

· Placement officer to highlight to us if our sick leave is high

· Regular contact with employers and share information with us of changes in a way we understand

· Time to explain what I want to say

· P/O to give us more support with phase return if off sick/understanding of what my sick line means and how it works

· More placement officers to find people jobs

· To organise more social events

· Placement opportunities

· Being included in meetings with politicians

· Promote equality

· Would like to see placement officer more often

· Agreed times when Placement Officer coming

· Plans – budgets and where do we sit

· Issue of Workable and 16 hours. What about 8 – 12 hours

· Placement officers changing a lot can be unsettling

· Reviews every 3 or 4 months on ES

What do you think of our plans?

· Induction packs very good idea but need to be kept up to date.  Can all employees get information packs, not just new employees?

· Input from service users has to be practical

· Employability campaign is very positive

· Look at the future, talk to placement officers

· More chance to get views across e.g. at User Days

· Helpline for outside hours

· Open employment? Once familiar with new job happy to move to open employment

· Happy if social events are still there

· Reviews, more informal and vary times

· More input from service users

Appendix 3
Evaluation Forms completed by service users at the end of the day.

Number completed:
30

Most enjoyable

-
Groups/workshops

-
All day – talking about our rights

-
Meeting new people and discussing issues

-
Parts about human rights and service evaluation.  Potential Advisory Group makes for keen interest

-
Workshops – good to get together as a group to discuss these things – gives a better understanding of the issues faced by us all

-
Talking about finding jobs and coping with jobs

-
Whole day

-
Terry Park – talking about DAS

Least enjoyable

-
Length of time sitting in one place

-
Long talks

-
Speaker

-
Travel due to the weather – possibility of holding users days nearer clients needs looked at

-
Being asked questions

-
The afternoon

-
Lunch

Any other comments:

-
Like to meet more often

-
None

-
Excellent way to spend the day

-
A very good and enjoyable 

-
Very long and slow

-
Would have liked more talks on Government changes eg DLA and Tax Credits

-
Loop system did not work, however I did hear most of the talks

-
Learned a massive amount in a short space of time

-
Talks could be shortened

	
	Excellent
	Good
	Average
	Fair
	Poor



	Practical Arrangements (travel, venue)
	19
	10
	1
	
	

	Relevance of the day to your situation
	13
	17
	
	
	

	Ability to have your say
	15
	12
	2
	1
	

	Format of the day (talks/workshops)
	20
	8
	1
	1
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