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Welcome to the eleventh edition of our regular magazine 
on tackling employment barriers. This issue contains true 
stories from disabled people about barriers that have 
come up for them in employment and how these have 
been dealt with. This magazine looks at thoughts on 
representations of disabled people in the media, peer 
support, advice from our advocacy clients and 
experiences of self employment. 
 
Free Wire is produced by Breakthrough UK’s Independent 
Employment Advocacy Centre (IEAC), which is supported 
financially by the Big Lottery Fund.  
 

© Breakthrough UK Ltd 2010 
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“ 

“Are You Having A Laugh: Disability on TV” – 
An Opinion  
 

By Mark Watts – Admin/Support Assistant at 
Breakthrough’s IEAC 
 
      Disability in the media has been portrayed in different 
ways in the last 50 years, and society has had to adapt in 
line with this way of thinking. 
 
Treatment of disabled people may be considerably better 
these days, but in the 1960s it was very different; disabled 
people were identified as a “charity case”, individuals that 
required help and assistance in all aspects of their lives. 
This had a knock-on effect on society, portraying the 
message that disabled people were not individuals and 
deserved our pity. Luckily, this is no longer the case these 
days, as disabled people fight for their independence and 
lead full and worthwhile lives.  
 
The language and terms used to describe disabled people 
have also changed, with many Medical Model / derivative 
terms being dropped in favour of more Social Model / 
positive terms. I’ve noticed this throughout the years, as 
terms people have uttered (and myself for that matter!) 
about disabled people have become less negative and 
more empowering. 
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Media attitudes have also 
changed as disabled 
people are seen to be 
treated as equals. Though 
I have to admit, society 
has still a way to go to 
treating disabled people 

with the same equality and rights as non-disabled people.  
As a disabled person myself, I’m glad that society is 
starting to go on the right track to true disability equality 
(though whether it will be realised by 2025 is anyone’s 
guess). 
 
Disabled people may have come a long way, but they 
have also proved that despite society’s barriers they can 
lead successful lives and even have very successful 
careers. Examples include Jeremy Beadle, Laurence 
Clark and Francesca Martinez to name but three have 
proved this, by turning their impairments into their key 
strengths through comedy. 
 
Disabled 
people have 
been portrayed 
in the media in 
various ways, 
though were 
mostly ‘acted 
out’ by non-
disabled people 
in the last 50 
years. 
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Nowadays, disabled people are in the media as 
individuals and not simply ‘acted out’ by non-disabled 
people as it used to be. Thanks to specific legislation, 
disabled people now have the same rights as non-
disabled people. Society may still have a way to go for full, 
widespread disability equality, but regardless of the 
barriers disabled people will never give up!” 
 

Peer Support 
 

 
Definitions of Peer Support: 
In its simplest terms peer support means one person 
offering support to another person with similar 
experiences. How peer support is understood depends on 
the context. For example, in educational settings ‘peer 
support’ is a way for children to support each other to deal 
with and counteract bullying.  
 
Within the disabled people’s movement, peer support has 
a very specific meaning because it is the second listed 
action point or ‘need’ of Independent Living. This is a list 
of the 7 key things disabled people have identified that are 
essential for independence, i.e. to enable disabled people 
to have access to the same choices in life as non disabled 
people.  
 
The list was put together by Derbyshire Coalition of 
Disabled People in the early 1980s.  Briefly the 7 original 
needs were:  

1. Information 
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2. Counselling (Peer Support) 
3. Housing 
4. Technical Aids (Equipment) 
5. Personal Assistance  
6. Transport 
7. Access 

 
Point 2 is now usually referred to as ‘peer support’, or 
‘peer counselling’. There is some debate within the 
disabled people’s movement about the meaning of the 
word ‘counselling’. Some organisations of disabled people 
provide peer counselling services, for example, see the 
leaflet about peer counselling offered by Derbyshire 
Coalition of Inclusive Living at: 
www.dcil.org.uk/Papers/pdf/Counselling.pdf . Others 
reject the word counselling altogether.  
 
As the first action point of independent living is information 
– the starting point for independence - definitions of peer 
support often relate to making use of this information. For 
example, in Breakthrough UK’s factsheet on Independent 
Living, the first 2 definitions are: 
 
“Information: Disabled people require information on 
what is available to assist with independent living. 
 
Peer Support: Disabled people need the support of other 
disabled people to discuss how to make best use of the 
information obtained and for ongoing support.”  
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Greater Manchester Coalition of Disabled People’s 
‘Independent Living Guide’  explains peer support as 
follows: 
 
“Peer support is getting support from another person. 
Peers are people who have had similar experiences to us 
– another disabled person giving us support and 
information. They don’t have to act as an advocate 
(someone speaking on your behalf), or be your friend, just 
support you.”  
 
Often peer support takes 
place in a group setting. It 
can also involve one to one 
peer support, this is 
sometimes called ‘peer 
mentoring’. See ‘An 
evaluation of a young 
disabled people's peer 
mentoring/support 
project ’ on the Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation 
website for a discussion on 
how this worked for the Young Disabled People’s Forum 
at GMCDP: 
www.jrf.org.uk/knowledge/findings/socialcare/813.as p  
 
Providing Peer Support at Work 
Some thoughts from Breakthrough’s Advocacy Team: 
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Positives: 
·  Sharing experiences reduces isolation. 
·  Inside information can help others to succeed. 
·  Power in numbers. 
·  Can highlight common barriers. 

 
Possible pitfalls: 

·  Can set people up to fail if not done in the right way 
e.g. “I know you’re definitely entitled to x” etc. 

·  Making assumptions about what a person should do 
without discussing it with them. 

·  Acting without the person’s consent when you feel 
strongly that your approach is the correct one. 

·  Think about motives and whose interest you are 
acting in. 

·  Appearing confrontational. 
 
Considerations: 

·  Everyone’s experience is different. 
·  Ensure that choice and control remains with the 

person you are supporting. 
·  Are you adopting a professional or informal 

approach? 
·  What is realistic – e.g. are you working within the 

boundaries of company policy? 
·  What are the limitations of confidentiality? 

 
Opportunities: 

·  Information about barriers - gathered ethically - can 
act as a catalyst for change. 
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More Links on Peer Support: 
Principles of Independent Living (Breakthrough UK’s 
version):  
http://www.breakthrough-
uk.co.uk/AboutUs/Principles_of_Independent_Living  
Greater Manchester Coalition of Disabled People: 
www.gmcdp.com  
Papers on the Disability Archive UK:  
www.leeds.ac.uk/disability-studies/archiveuk/ 
  
The importance and availability of peer support for people 
with learning difficulties accessing direct payments 
(Joseph Rowntree Foundation): 
www.jrf.org.uk/knowledge/findings/socialcare/D64.as p  
 

Hate Crime Project - Working It Through 
Together 
The Working It Through Together project has been up and 
running since April 2010. Our volunteers have enjoyed 
training offered by the Crown Prosecution Service, 
including an interesting police station & court visit. If you 
self identify as disabled and have been a victim or witness 
of a hate crime, then join our peer advocacy group to 
support other disabled people who have been victims of 
hate crime. 
 
If you need support following a disability hate incident or 
want to become a volunteer contact the WITT team on 
0161 273 5412 or at witt@breakthrough-uk.co.uk . 
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“ 
A Stepping Stone 
 

 
   I’m self employed as a language interpreter after 
completing a recognised Diploma in Public Service 
Interpreting 
(DPSI) 
translation 
courses at 
college. 
Previously I 
spent 4 years 
doing agency 
work. I also 
completed a 
translation 
course a year 
ago. The 
interpreting 
work I do is mainly over the phone.  
 
I get very tired because of my condition, so whenever I 
want to rest, I rest. I was on Incapacity Benefit before I 
started working again.  Then, under the Supported 
Permitted Work rules, I worked for the NHS for 2 days a 
week. This helped me to get back into working. I achieved 
well here, so when a vacancy for a bank interpreting job 
came up I applied for it and was selected out of 200 
candidates. I don’t get any benefits now. 
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I really appreciate Ben’s (my Breakthrough Employment 
Officer) support. Ben helped me with application forms 
and to set up in business. He really pushed me. He also 
helped with the benefits office. He’s been very good. I was 
doing it, but he was there if I needed him. My Jobcentre 
Plus Advisor has been fantastic too. 
 
Ben also helped me with Access to Work and I got a chair 
and a telephone. I didn’t get everything I wanted from 
Access to Work though – they said that the computer 
should come from the self employment grant, but I missed 
out on this because I started working too soon. I was not 
happy about losing out on the self employment grant – this 
happened because I started earning too quickly. I would 
advise other people to take their time when they are 
setting up in business and not rush into it.  
 

I do have to be available 
for many hours to get 
telephone interpreting 
work. For example, if I am 
available for 10 hours I will 
probably get 5 hours of 
work. Although sometimes 
the phone rings 
constantly. Sometimes I 
take calls at weekends - 

it’s up to me whether I do more hours as long as I commit 
to a minimum of 20. I do about 7 hours a week on my 
NHS job which is more community based. It’s more tiring 
but I do get social contact which is good. Interpreting at 
home is better for me though because I get less tired. 
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I’ve not had many work problems. Supported permitted 
work was a good footing. I didn’t need Ben that much. It 
was a poor wage but good to get out. It was a stepping 
stone and gave me confidence. I was also doing my DPSI 
course at the same time. 
 
Working is much better than staying on benefit. I get more 
respect. I felt looked down on when I was on benefits. 
Working gives me confidence. I did get criticised for 
working when I started as I was ill, but I wanted to carry 
on. I’m glad I did now”.  
 

Advice From Our Advocacy Clients 
 

 
We asked - What advice would you give to any other 
disabled person in the same situation as you?  
 
“To definitely get in touch with Breakthrough UK if you 
think you are definitely right, as I was in the situation I was 
in – discrimination case. Fight for your rights via 
Breakthrough UK. They are caring, compassionate and 
you will feel ‘safe’ with them, as I do now. I would be lost 
without my advocate.” 
 

 “It’s hard to give 
advice as each 
disabled person 
is unique. A 
person in my 
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situation who is well informed and educated I would 
urge them to learn more, study more and ask for 
help. We talk a lot about independence but this 
doesn’t mean you can’t ask for help.” 
 
“Don’t lose hope, be strong. There are nice people at 
Breakthrough UK to help you with your problems.” 
 
“I would pass on what I have learned from my 
advocate and would recommend they contact 
Breakthrough UK if they felt unable to ask for 
reasonable adjustments, and other agencies who 
provide help/support” 
 
Has your self confidence increased since your 
involvement with Breakthrough – and if so, how? 
 
“Yes I am more confident in networking with other 
services and more on looking for information on any 
issues.” 
 
“Yes very much. I smile to myself every time I see my 
boss, and how I overcame the situation I was put in.” 
 
“I feel confident telling work my needs and feel that 
they are more willing to listen”. 
 
“Yes. When you have good guidance and someone 
is not making choices for you, you feel that you’re 
involved. And respecting my decisions. It’s important 
that there were no conditions attached and my views 
were respected.” 
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Legacy of Independent Employment Advocacy 
Centre 
 

The next issue of Free Wire will be based around the 
thoughts of disabled people and organisations who have 
used our project over the past 7 years. Our current 
funding ends in October, and although we are hopeful that 
we will continue in some form, we may have to change the 
focus of the work we do. 
 
We would be very happy to hear from you if you have any 
thoughts on the following: 
 
How do you feel about our current Independent 
Employment Advocacy Centre ending? 
 
What do you think about our resources such as Free 
Wire, e-bulletins and factsheets? 
 
What message/s would you want to pass on to 
potential funders? 
 
Is there anything else you would have liked our 
project to provide? (E.g. Independent living 
advocacy) 
 
What is the legacy of the Independent Employment 
Advocacy Centre for you? 
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Free Confidential Legal Advice 
 

Are you a disabled person? 
Do you need legal advice about 
Housing, Employment, 
Consumer Affairs, Debt, etc? 
 
In partnership with Breakthrough UK, volunteer staff from 
local firms of solicitors are running a FREE legal advice 
clinic. This new clinic runs from 6pm to 8pm fortnightly 
on Wednesdays  and is available by appointment only . 
 
The venue for the clinic is our accessible office at: 
Breakthrough UK Ltd. Business Employment Venture 
Centre (B.E.V.C.), Aked Close, Ardwick, Manchester M12 
4AN 
 
For further details and to book an appointment , please 
contact the Independent Employment Advocacy 
Centre . Contact details on the back page. 
 
Please note that the clinic cannot give legal advice on 
criminal, family or immigration/asylum law issues. 
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 Getting Involved: 
 

 

Would you like to see your ideas in print? 
 

Do you want to share your views on employment with 
other disabled people? 
 

You can contribute to Free Wire by: 
 

·  Being interviewed 
·  Writing an article 
·  Commenting on articles 
·  Drawing pictures 
·  Editing the magazine 

 

Out of pocket expenses can be paid. 
 

If you would like to receive this free magazine on a regular 
basis, please tell us and we will add you to our circulation 
list. You can contact us on: 
 

Telephone:          0161 273 5412 
Fax:                     0161 274 4053 
Minicom:              0161 273 5727 
Email:                  advocacy@breakthrough-uk.co.uk 
 

Independent Employment Advocacy Centre 
Breakthrough UK Ltd. BEVC, Aked Close, Ardwick 
Manchester M12 4AN 
 

www.breakthrough-uk.co.uk  
 

Please let us know if you require this publication in an 
alternative format. 


