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They’ve Been There During My Most Difficult Time
What difference did it make having Breakthrough involved?
It was nice to have someone independent involved dealing with my problems without any hidden agenda and issues of their own. In the sense that they weren’t part of the union or employed by the employer the issues were against. It just brought an outside influence on the whole process with a clearer view of the whole picture.

And it was just nice that someone else could speak on your behalf, take on board all the issues and record everything, leaving it to your word against theirs.  The most important part was someone listening for a change and not dictating to you and being negative towards you.  The whole process began to take away my confidence - the illness had started to do that but the working conditions added to everything.  It was just a relief, more than anything else, that my support worker at Breakthrough was interested and so good at listening.  It also helped me to move forward. It was like I was in a maze and there was no way out but to lose everything. 

Even though I faced barriers at work, with the assistance of Breakthrough we managed to get round many issues that kept arising during the time I was going through my disciplinary and then leading up to the Tribunal. So they were very supportive and I was not alone.

It was also nice to see that the my employer accepted the opinion of my support worker at the time, even though at lower levels of Management there was clear resentment of the support as it was a body they could not manipulate like the Unions.  Therefore anything raised by my Support Worker they listened to as they were unsure of how to challenge the intervention. 

So I found it very, very helpful. I keep telling everyone to ring Breakthrough if they’ve got any problems [Laughter] (Interviewer – yes which they have been doing!) [Laughter]

I just keep praising Breakthrough. I can’t describe to you how good it’s been for me.  And I know that not everyone’s the same. But I think, even if Breakthrough can’t help, I know they should be able to direct to who else can assist if there’s a particular problem for an individual that maybe they can’t do, but they know someone else who should be able to get involved. Yes. 

How happy were you with the service?
I’ve worked with Judy for a few years. She knows the background. I was very happy with the service and I would recommend it to any disabled person who is having issues. Work colleagues are limited in what they can do. It’s nice to know there is support out there.
My employer has very complicated tiers of management. It’s nice to have support from someone that understands the system also.

What were the barriers affecting you?
The problem was that there was no acceptance of how ill I was - the impact my illness had on me and on my work.  It was just about numbers and targets – the numbers of days I had off. 

But Occupational Health was supportive and understood all the issues regarding Lupus. However, their views were disregarded and they were asked to rewrite their report because it was too much in my favour. It was all about bums on seats to them, regardless of the need of the employee. This was how I saw things at the time.

There was no sense of how Lupus impacts on me, and how I needed to adjust to it. I was just getting used to having it after diagnosis and then having to look for support. But you can have a life. You have to find a balance. Work weren’t seeing that. I had to explain in detail each absence, even though I had doctor’s notes to cover them. 
How were they dealt with?

It got to the point where I was being disciplined for 42 days off. I was advised to contact Breakthrough who took my details and suggested I seek legal advice. I went to Trafford Law Centre for this. It was clear that my disability related absence had not been disregarded.  They weren’t treating it as impairment related sickness. I had only just been diagnosed, adjusting to it and a change of lifestyle, and found myself fighting for my job. 

Breakthrough tried to explain the impact of my illness but I was disciplined anyway. I needed legal advice when I was told after the appeal that it had gone as far as it could – I was told “there’s nowhere else you can go with this”. 

The Principal Officer and the Personnel Officer at the time, didn’t know anything about Lupus in a meeting, and then pretended to go and look it up. They then came back into the meeting and pretended to understand it during a ten minute break.  That was the level of concern and at the time for me the contempt they had towards anyone who was absent from work.   

On a daily basis managers spent their time constantly checking the wording of my sick notes and questioning everything during my absence.
What was the outcome?

They thought that they had provided enough to keep me in work - for example a chair, a desk, a footstool… It was stated at the time that it was unreasonable for me not to be in work as they had made reasonable adjustments. This did not help as this was the view of the union who said to me that “your employers expect you to be in work”. So, leaving me to do a lot of things on my own before Breakthrough got involved.
What advice - if any - would you give to any other disabled person in the same situation?
To seek independent advice from an organisation such as Breakthrough UK or there are various employment advisory agencies. But they should seek advice first before they go into any other meeting if there’s a threat that any disciplinary action is going to be taken. Or if there’s going to be some sort of monitoring due to absence or due to ill health, always seek advice.

Seek it straight away and don’t delay it. Don’t think “Oh, because things might have quietened down for a while nothing’s going to happen”. There’s a case building. Which I found – there was a case building. So always act as soon as feel as though you’re starting to feel uncomfortable about your illness.  As you shouldn’t be made to feel uncomfortable about your illness. You need to be doing something quickly. And that’s seeking some independent advice. You can go to the unions but I personally found them quite limited. Well, extremely limited. So seek independent advice. 

The problem is, like I said before, a lot of the union reps are employees and in some cases have too much of a close association with some of the managers. Because you find that some managers actually recommend you the union rep you should speak to, which always makes me feel very uncomfortable. Where they’re actually telling you which union rep you should speak to before the meeting. They’ve actually phoned them up and arranged the meeting. 

(Interviewer: It’s not very impartial then is it?)

No. That tells you straight away…. [laughter]… that tells you straight away – no!

Yes, because I’ve heard of an incident like that where a particular union rep was recommended by a certain manager. 

(Interviewer: Yes can see why!). Yes [laughter]

Do you feel your self confidence has increased since your involvement with Breakthrough UK. If so, how? 
It’s improved in the sense that I don’t feel as isolated. It was good before, but I was feeling like every day was a battle.

I was being investigated and spied on by other members of my team. That’s still affecting me. I was being criticised for trivial things like not looking up when someone came into the room. 

My attendance in the past had been great across 20 years of service. I felt like the stuffing was knocked out of me but I still felt the system was wrong. I kept on saying it throughout and the determination was still there. I put too many years in and I lost a very good friend who put his all into work and received so little in return before he died at a very young age. Seeing what had happened to him over the years made me more determined to defend myself. 

The one thing I can say, I can thank them for, was that I read my policies and procedures and armed myself with as much knowledge as they had - and more - to know the process was wrong and I was right to keep on fighting. 

I’m also more assured about how to conduct myself in meetings and when to speak up. I was given the tools to be able to challenge. I feel more confident about challenging managers now than I did previously if they say something I don’t agree with.
Could you identify any future needs by yourself? If yes, in what way?

I have to look at the impact of my health. I’m always thinking ahead so things are not too stressful. I’ve got to follow how my body feels and how I feel. If it’s affecting me then I know I need to change that to avoid stress. And it’s knowing how to adjust your job to how I am. It’s about me.  I know that I do a good job and I’ve worked too long and too hard to be treated the way I had been dealt with.

Due to what’s happened I’ve found my managers are more willing to adjust things to meet my needs. If I say, “No, I can’t do that”, there’s no threat. For example, if going out would be difficult I can adjust my diary and stay in and do phone work. But I shouldn’t have had to go through a Tribunal to get that change.
If this had been a service you had to buy, would you have paid for it? (Or perhaps tried to find funding for it?). 

I would have paid for it somehow because I needed the help. Without it I would have had a breakdown. Because I felt so strongly that they were in the wrong.
If yes, how much £ per hour?
Hard to say - £500?
How do you feel about our project ending?
Quite disappointed. Quite sad and quite disappointed because it was a safety net. It was a safety net for me and I knew if anything else cropped up there was just a phone call away for help. And it’s taken away such an important support. And it’s hard to describe it but it’s just knowing someone else is there that, especially for me, knows all about my situation.  I didn’t have to start all over again with someone new who doesn’t know the history, who’s not been in those meetings, doesn’t quite understand all the complex procedures within the authority. And find I’d have to find someone else, start all over again, who doesn’t understand me, doesn’t understand the employer. It’s just really quite sad. 
They are taking away something so important.  Now in this current climate Breakthrough UK is needed more now than ever. Good hard working people could lose their jobs due to their disability as their ability is disregarded. 

There is so much support for those who are not working and face difficulty with benefits, housing, etc but if you are working and cannot afford an expensive representative, where can you go?

What message/s would you want to pass on to potential funders?
There’s a gain to have something like Breakthrough – it keeps good employees. It keeps them in work. If they don’t have that network there they are going to lose good people. It’s another tool in keeping people in work. It’s different to the union, providing support to keep someone in work and helping the employer by providing advice on changes in law. It’s a good advisory service for employers. I know my employer has used Breakthrough for policy work and surveys which should help to change working practices.

And following my case, their procedures for dealing with absences due to disability is going through a review leading to many changes. This is a gain for the employee as well as the employer as good people found themselves in a very difficult position on both sides when policies are interpreted incorrectly, or just not flexibly enough to meet the needs of everyone equally and fairly.

There’s a gain in having that since its good for employment and commitment to employing disabled people in general. It’s a general knowledge.
Is there anything else you would have liked our project to provide?
No, because I also had the support of the Law Centre – Breakthrough were able to refer me on. Breakthrough can still support you to find other services. Opening the service up too much can ruin the strength of the service and its specialist skills. 

Maybe more presentations/workshops about the service.  Small seminars.

What is the legacy of the Independent Employment Advocacy Centre for you?
Legacy of the project is: they’ve been there during my most difficult time. And for me it’s just an appreciation of the work of Breakthrough and knowing that, regardless of how small an issue might be, they’re still prepared to listen, that is so important.

Breakthrough are able to give you the confidence to move on, develop skills that you never realised you had within yourself, being more positive about yourself and your ability to, in a way, be an advocate for yourself also.

(Interviewer: Yes, so you can speak up?)

Yes, they give you the skills and the knowledge. 

Any other comments?
It’s a shame if you’re going to lose funding. It’s been so important. I feel so much more confident in work and able to stay in work. Breakthrough helped me to take that fear away. It’s a shame that we could end up losing it when it benefits employees and employer.
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IEAC Provide Sound Accurate Support and Advice
What difference has it made having Breakthrough involved in your work?

A world of difference. Breakthrough UK’s IEAC has such specialised knowledge linked to employment issues for disabled people that is not available anywhere else. 

How happy were you with the service/information we provided?
Always excellent service, with detailed, relevant responses to all enquiries.

What are the main barriers for your clients/employees/managers?

I think it’s the lack of knowledge about what reasonable adjustments means.  Often disabled people themselves in the workplace don’t have a good understanding of their rights.  Often they continue to struggle with their coping mechanisms not sure whom they can go to talk to it about.  A main barrier could be at supervisions and Personal Development and Review meetings if the question is not asked about….reasonable adjustments. 

How have these been dealt with by the advocacy team?

The IEAC have provided thoughtful and thought through advice. When I have been approached by disabled colleagues or Human Resources for advice on specific issues my first port of call if I don’t think I can provide an adequate answer would be to contact the IEAC.

What do you think about our resources such as Free Wire, e-bulletins and factsheets?

All invaluable! Just yesterday the Union Branch contacted me about an employee and disability related absence and I was able to get Breakthrough’s Disability Related Absence factsheet which I forwarded to them. Its incredible that such excellent information is so readily available from the Breakthrough website.

The bulletin again is excellent, arrives on time, so much valuable up-to-date and reliable information.  Here the bulletin is circulated widely within the organisation, as requested following Disability Equality Duty Briefing Sessions delivered by Breakthrough UK.
Free Wire initiative, it is there almost as an ‘educational tool’: disabled people writing about their experiences and an interesting read.  It is of interest for disabled and non disabled employees.  It has been put together with a lot of depth and research.  It is about having the skills to capture the experience that is really important. 

If this had been a service you had to buy, would you have paid for it? If yes, how much £ per hour?
This has always been a difficultly with me, because I’ve always seen the advocacy project as such an invaluable service, but unfortunately often within the workplace we’re still in a climate of lack of understanding about the importance about addressing issues for disabled people. Thinking about it a little bit more – how much per hour – you’re getting a real specialised service here, so I would look to whatever specialist adviser’s rate per hour is. We – within Education – have specialist advisers, so I think I would look to what rate they’re getting per hour. But, you know, it’s about invaluable information you’re getting from the Advocacy Team.

How do you feel about our project potentially ending?
I think it would leave a massive gap, if this project ends. And to be honest, where else is there to go to get this information. I don’t know any other similar organisation where you can either e-mail or phone and know that you’re going to get an immediate real time response. There’s no other organisation locally or nationally or – I’m even saying – in the world that has this amazing wealth of knowledge linked to the barriers disabled people face in the workplace. And how can this knowledge – the knowledge from the IEAC and Breakthrough UK generally – be transferred into public body organisations? So if this project should end, I think we’d all have to live with it but the world would be a less better place.

What message/s would you want to pass on to potential funders?

The message that I would want to pass on to potential funders is to say that the IEAC  is an invaluable service to disabled people and as importantly a project that can inform employers by educating and supporting them not to be discriminatory against disabled people with their policies and practices.

Is there anything else you would have liked our project to provide? 

If the sponsorship was forthcoming I think what your project could provide is free training for Human Resource Departments.  The Northwest Development Agency has a responsibility to thoroughly cover disability for all HR practitioners but there seems to be a gap in this knowledge being taught.  I am sorry for saying free training but I think if free to public body organisations it would be taken up. This would then improve the opportunities for disabled people to get work and also benefit the disabled employees work experience.

What is the legacy of the Independent Employment Advocacy Centre for you?

It’s taken such a long time for disabled people to be within mainstream employment.  Now that we are here it is still apparent that there are still many obstacles and hurdles to overcome.  The legacy that IEAC has bequeathed, the gift that they have given is to provide sound accurate support and advice to the disabled employee and the employer which if taken up enhances the work experience for all.

How has (if so) the IEAC made a difference to your organisation, your practices or have helped avoid any huge costs?

I think it helped to make quite a big difference here because we have been able to get such relevant information from the IEAC team.  With this acquired knowledge we have been able to challenge with confidence disabling practices which has been a great support to the organisation.  The support the IEAC have given to disabled people who live, learn, work and relax in the area has been invaluable.
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I Wouldn’t Have Got to Where I Got to Now Without It
What difference did it make having Breakthrough involved?
It’s made a massive difference. Because of my illness motivation is a big issue. It’s nice to have support from the likes of Sally. She was a source of information and support – it takes away the stress and pressure.

How happy are you with the service?
I need prompting, so my current advocate could do with using the phone more. I value persistency. It’s been a really good service. 

What were the barriers affecting you?
There have been massive mental barriers. 

How were they dealt with?
You don’t know what your situation is – it’s helpful to get the rights and wrongs, do’s and don’ts – you’ve got the information. It’s knowing where to get the information and how to use it. If you haven’t got it you’re knackered.

Also it’s good to have moral support – someone to come into your workplace and see the environment. For example, coming with me to disciplinary meetings. 

It was really helpful to have Breakthrough send sick notes in to my employer so I didn’t have to worry about that.

My advocate is currently looking into some National Insurance issues for me. 

What was the outcome? 
My employers have washed their hands of me and will review my situation in 12 months. They were trying to get rid of me on grounds of medical capability, but their medical insurance scheme has approved giving me regular payouts instead, so I’m still technically working for them. It’s up for renewal in February.

Unless work changes their attitude towards me I’m not going back. The environment and job was so stressful and horrible. It made me so ill. They wanted me to come back on a phased return but I couldn’t go back to that job.

It’s taken the stress and pressure off not having them on my back. I can answer the phone again. Getting away from that place made a big difference.
What advice - if any - would you give to any other disabled person in the same situation?
Don’t let yourself be bullied. My employer doesn’t give a toss about people. Employers don’t want to deal with people with mental health conditions. They’re not geared up for it. Employers don’t take any responsibility for causing mental distress.

My previous employer moved me into a different job when I got ill, so that was a better way of dealing with it.

Do you feel your self confidence has increased since your involvement with Breakthrough UK. If so, how? 
Yes, because I feel that I’ve got the back up if I need it. I can go into a situation forearmed, knowing my rights. Having the support makes a difference to being able to be assertive.

With mental health conditions you can think you’re being over the top, but support can help you to see if you’re right. Or that the employers are in the right. Are my perceptions ok? We can overreact, under-react etc. 
Could you identify any future needs by yourself? If yes, in what way?
No. I’m not there yet.

If this had been a service you had to buy, would you have paid for it? (Or perhaps tried to find funding for it?). If yes, how much £ per hour?
Probably not because I don’t have much money. I wouldn’t have trusted someone who was paid for by my employer either. I have no trust in them. I wouldn’t use their employee assistance programme for the same reason. It’s a big barrier.

Human Resources are just covering their own backs. They are just there to make sure the employer’s problems go away.

How do you feel about our project ending?
I’m nervous. I’m not sure where I’ll be. I’m not sure where the support will come from. It’s going to leave a big gap.

It can be a nightmare trying to access services, for example the timings of when they’re open might not suit me, or my motivation to keep trying. If it’s something I find hard to do it’s not going to get done. Sometimes I feel paralysed – mentally blocked. Just doing it is a problem.

What message/s would you want to pass on to potential funders?
You do an important job. You look after people’s physical and mental well being. You get them back into contributing to society and not being a drain; being back in the world.

I’ve got lots of skills but if my head’s not in the game it’s hard to do things without the support to straighten my head out and talk to employers.

Defining reasonable adjustments is always on me – but their problem isn’t just the role. The culture and the ethics there are the main issues. 

I’ve seen ridiculous things like when someone made a massive effort to travel into work in the snow from a great distance, only to be disciplined for lateness. These kinds of attendance policies really backfire on employers. They encourage people to come into work when they are not well enough to.

Is there anything else you would have liked our project to provide? (E.g. Independent living advocacy etc.)
I think you’ve done everything I needed and more. Over and above!
What is the legacy of the Independent Employment Advocacy Centre for you?
It’s got me to the point where I feel more comfortable about what can be done.

I wouldn’t have got to where I got to now without it – simple things like filling in housing benefit forms.

Any other comments?
A great big thank you – you’ve helped me a lot!
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It Gave Me Support When I Needed It
What difference did it make having Breakthrough involved?
It made all the difference in the world because they were clearly very professional in how they helped me, they were not biased in any way and it gave me a sense of immediate support really. The other avenues I could have explored but didn’t really feel that I would get very far was the CAB and possibly a legal counselling service, but for someone like me I would have had to pay quite a lot of money to access that service. So Breakthrough immediately instilled confidence and it was good to have someone on a 1 to 1 basis to turn to.

How happy were you with the service?
Extremely happy, I can’t speak highly enough of Saima she was very supportive and very understanding and nothing seemed to be too much trouble for her. I do admit I was probably a sandwich short of a picnic at the time, not very well mental health wise.  
What were the barriers affecting you?
The barriers that were affected me were my mental health state at the time and it was a big decision that I took to resign when I did and that piggy backed on a death of a very, very close friend. Being diagnosed with something that there isn’t a cure for and coming to terms with an overbearing and bulling manager and definitely it was a mental health issue. 

It didn’t help with the DSS and benefits agency. I have got a real phobia about brown envelopes now, whenever anything comes to me in a brown envelope I freak out. 

So there were quite a lot of barriers really and if Breakthrough hadn’t have been involved I don’t know how I would have navigated - what felt just like a minefield.
Because the overriding thing was ‘you resigned from your job’, but health & safety issues are a personal one and I didn’t feel I had any option but to resign.

How were they dealt with?
At the time it was just trying to sort myself out, following the guidance that I was given and basically trying to hold things together till eventually things did start to get better.  
What was the outcome? 
The outcome was actually that my former employers made a commercial offer in terms of me not taking them to an employment tribunal.  That still left me out of work and in a mess with the benefits agency to the point where I came off Job Seekers Allowance and went on to sickness benefit.  I slowly started to build myself up and then it was Saima who pointed out that there were some jobs going at Breakthrough. I was really impressed with the company and the outcome was that I started work here and am still working here. 

What advice - if any - would you give to any other disabled person in the same situation?
Well obviously its dependent now isn’t it on where people live?  But certainly if anybody was affected in any way with any areas where they think they need advice then give Breakthrough a ring because the chances are if they can’t help you they are more likely to know who can. It’s excellent at signposting.
Do you feel your self confidence has increased since your involvement with Breakthrough UK. If so, how? 
Yes definitely. I’m still not the person I was but I don’t  think I ever will be. I can’t take on board the stresses and strains quite like I used to because it’s not good for my health.  That sounds like an excuse that anyone could use but the condition I have definitely does not allow me to do that. We need recognise our own limitations.
Could you identify any future needs by yourself? If yes, in what way?
Yes - I have had to acknowledge a lot of things that did not come readily or easily to me, but it is about self confidence.

If this had been a service you had to buy, would you have paid for it? (Or perhaps tried to find funding for it?). 
Yes I probably would have had to, I don’t know how much as solicitors fees are horrendous. I would hope there would be a scale of fees that people could tap in to. 

If you had to put a price on it, how much £ per hour?
I think you would be looking at least £10 - £15 an hour, but its whether people could afford it depending on their individual budgets.   

How do you feel about our project ending?
I feel very strongly about it and am totally opposed to it ending, but in the real world everything comes down to money and that I can only hope that other funding avenues are being sought as we speak and hopefully will be successful.

What message/s would you want to pass on to potential funders?
I just see it as a win/win situation because we all have problems and things happen to all of us and it’s what you do about it in life that counts and to me that’s what Breakthrough represents ‘this is what we can do about it’.  

Is there anything else you would have liked our project to provide? (E.g. Independent living advocacy etc.)
As a housing manager in my former life before Breakthrough, I saw a lot of predominately young people struggling because they couldn’t get the sort of accommodation and support for them to live independently. That’s one of the reasons I stayed in the job as long as I did as I believe in independent living and still do, especially around young disabled people who want independent living.

What is the legacy of the Independent Employment Advocacy Centre for you?

Well it gave me support when I needed it when I didn’t really know where to turn to. 

Any other comments?
If anyone has any ideas about trying to tap into funding for the service lets be open and honest. Talk openly about it and let’s try and get on with it. 

The people who have the contacts already are probably the best placed.
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Message to Future Funders

I find it hard to understand how projects which have demonstrated their success time and time again have to close because of lack of funding.

Breakthrough’s Independent Employment Advocacy Centre (IEAC) is remarkable in so many ways. The service they deliver supports disabled people to move nearer to work, get into work and stay in work. Governments past and present say they want to reduce the number of people out of work and claiming benefits, so why is this project not attracting public funding?

It can’t be because the IEAC has not delivered. You only have to look at the results and speak to those who have been supported. I am one of them.

In April 2009 I started a new, demanding role working for a public body. I was working in a newly opened office along with other newly appointed staff, which included my manager and his manager. We were all new; there was a backlog of work and the pressure was immense. We had a strict probationary period and were told that if we did not meet our targets we would be dismissed.

I have a visual impairment and I require a number of adjustments in the workplace, including equipment, software, and adjustments to standard training materials. As this was a role I had not done before, I could not tell before starting work exactly what adjustments and support I would need. It soon became apparent that I would need some support worker hours. My manager had never managed a disabled person before, and neither had his manager. Both were unfamiliar with management processes in the organisation. There was no designated HR person on our site. My adjustments were not in place when I started work and the onus was on me to make them happen and to educate all concerned, while, at the same time meeting the very demanding performance expectations. Oh – and the IT system didn’t support my access software so something different had to be rigged up, which was not as fast or reliable as the system my colleagues were using.

Needless to say, I struggled and felt extremely stressed. I felt like I was going to lose my job through a mixture of employer inflexibility and ignorance. Although I have quite a lot of knowledge about the duties employers have towards disabled employees, I found the situation overwhelming. How could I, a small fish in a very large pond, make my voice heard and stay in my job?

I contacted a number of organisations for support and information. One national charity for visually impaired people said I did not fit their criteria for help. Another insisted I register with their employment service, but then did not have the expertise to support me with the DDA related issues I was facing.  The helpline of a public body set up to challenge inequality gave me wrong advice on the deadline for submitting an Employment Tribunal claim. My Access to Work adviser said they did not get involved in issues such as targets.

So what did I get from the IEAC? I had a friendly, informal chat with the Information Worker and an Advocate about my support needs. We agreed what they would do and by when. They fixed up a free session with a local solicitor to get some legal background. The Information Worker sent me relevant examples of good practice and details of how other people had challenged similar employment difficulties. My Advocate called me regularly to give moral support and met up with me, allowing me to let off steam. I also copied her into all correspondence and she kept a file of all the paperwork. They were approachable, professional and knowledgeable. They did what I needed, when I needed it and when they said they would do it. Their support was not limited by ‘criteria’ or time. The information was flawless and the moral support through the grievance process kept me going.

The outcome? My grievance was successful. My targets were reduced to reflect the additional barriers I was experiencing in relation to adjustments. I passed the probationary period and my performance continues to improve as, in co-operation with my employer, I identify ways of doing things which work for me. My employer has taken on board all the learning from my experiences to inform a new framework to support the employment of disabled people. I am certain that without the assistance I got from IEAC my story would not have had such a positive outcome.

The IEAC model should be replicated across the country. Breakthrough has proved that this flexible, person-centred, social model approach works. IEAC is the answer to the complex employment barriers disabled people find themselves facing. It is significant that many of the team have personal experience of disabling barriers and this informs their work.

I have only praise for the service I received, and real sadness that if I have problems in future, I may not be able to get this excellent support again.
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It Has Helped Me Put My Life Back Together
What difference did it make having Breakthrough involved?

It made a huge difference; it helped in two ways but I didn’t get what I expected to get from it. I got someone who effectively held my hand and supported me, which was what made the big difference. The independence of the advocacy was also very effective with my employer. My trade union were not as supportive because of previous cases where the employer used strong-arm management tactics against them. 

How happy were you with the service?

I got the right outcome although I would credit the Pension Fund for that also. I was very happy that access to free legal advice on my position (LawWorks) was an add-on because I got the clarification I needed. 

What were the barriers affecting you?

Most simply they were communication, knowledge and fear. Bullying management was dictating the communication channels and had the power to change meeting arrangements at the last minute. This tactic was to reduce my chances of having effective meeting support. I would like to emphasise that advocates going into that environment should be prepared to take thorough independent minutes, to be an independent witness for the employee if necessary. 

How were they dealt with?

Preparation support was vital in finally breaking down the barriers. My advocate was there to challenge changes to the minutes. Sally would challenge inaccuracies in the college version of what was said until the minutes were amended. This dealt with the issues on the whole, but unfortunately I don’t have minutes of a meeting where the settlement figure was agreed and the employer has since reneged on what I’d negotiated. 

What was the outcome?
I feel that the outcome was great, overall. Yes, I didn’t get everything that I asked for but I got more from the pension fund than I’d expected – but that was not the most important thing. The sense of release and the closure from that situation has made me feel much better, fit and well and ready to move on. 

What advice - if any - would you give to any other disabled person in the same situation?

Firstly to get help – if you are able to go to Breakthrough UK and ask for an independent advocate. Lay all your cards on the table, be as honest with them as you possibly can and ask for legal support from the beginning if you think you’ll need it. Independent minutes may be a key thing if it becomes a court case and these should be signed and dated to count as evidence. 

Do you feel your self confidence has increased since your involvement with Breakthrough UK.  If so, how? 

Yes undoubtedly since I had that support. I feel as if a millstone has gone from round my neck that was dragging me backwards. Once the pressure had dissipated I could rebuild that self-confidence. I have become in other things in my life again, had the confidence to socialise and start to regain self-respect. I do feel though, that having to admit you can’t do something because you are not able to anymore, is hard. It’s something I may never come to terms with completely. 

Could you identify any future needs by yourself? If yes, in what way?

I still have an ongoing civil court case, and still find that reviewing statements is incredibly hard to do. I can now identify that I feel vulnerable when being challenged about my disability, currently by the government (Jobcentre Plus – benefits decision on Employment and Support Allowance).

If this had been a service you had to buy, would you have paid for it? (Or perhaps tried to find funding for it?). If yes, how much £ per hour?

Yes, I would have paid to access this service. I would probably have paid between £40 and £50 per hour but with all my expectations fully met i.e.

· Advocate fully conversant with employment law.
· Signed/dated minutes on headed paper within a short timescale, to emphasise professionalism.
· Moral support/handholding would be less of a priority if this could be effectively done by peers e.g. peer support. 

How do you feel about our project ending?

I feel very sad, that it’s definitely needed in this area and that it should continue if that’s at all possible. 

What message/s would you want to pass on to potential funders?

It has been a very important service for myself and many others but is in many ways also a cost-effective option. That said, I think even with volunteers, having an official base and the backing of a company is important to give added weight/status. Neutral ground for meetings is incredibly important. 

Is there anything else you would have liked our project to provide? (E.g. Independent living advocacy etc.)

Detailed legal knowledge through experience and learning, to fully prepare for important meetings or useful contacts, also to help with preparation. In-depth written notes to be able to have a further dimension i.e. court evidence. 

What is the legacy of the Independent Employment Advocacy Centre for you? 

It has helped me put my life back together, get closure, look forward to life and improve health and hopefully get back into employment again. On a wider scale, it’s made me aware of the way in which some employers will be prepared to operate. 
Any other comments? 
Maybe I’d like to emphasise an advocate is coming into your life at a particularly black time for you – to other people, that importance is maybe not appreciated. It shouldn’t be underestimated though. 
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Volunteer Opportunity – Peer Support

Have you experienced disability hate crime or harassment?
The Working It Through Together project is setting up a peer support group to allow disabled people to share their experiences of disability harassment. We are looking for disabled people, or those living with long term illness, who are willing to share their stories with others for mutual support and advocacy. We need people who can reassure people currently experiencing disability hate crime that they aren’t alone, and who can support them to speak out and seek help. Training and support from staff is provided. Contact Sally on 0161 273 5412, or e-mail witt@breakthrough-uk.co.uk for more info.
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It Has Been a Godsend
What difference did it make having Breakthrough involved?
It helped going through things with work.  It helped taking someone with you to meetings, hospital appointments; it takes the pressure off you.  You switch off and can’t remember what they have said.  Knowing someone is there to capture what you may have missed helps.
How happy are you with the service?
More than happy with the service. Friendly, very approachable. And to be honest, I’d think it would be a shame if you didn’t carry on with this service.

What were the barriers affecting you?
I think being heard and getting things. I think a lot of things can be left if you are doing it yourself.  If you have Breakthrough or a union involved it gives you more confidence.  It helps tackling things, and when they know someone else is involved it is looked at more thoroughly.  

The writing of letters and things like that I have not got the confidence, it’s the wording - you need to use the words.  I think someone writing on your behalf it is looked at more seriously.  I think you have been a godsend I know a lot of people who you have helped have told me.
How are they being dealt with?
All still being dealt with.  The employer, as always, are dragging their feet; they look to be seeming to be doing things.  I am no further than I was when I first went off.  You can’t make them do things, you can’t physically make them do things.  
I think Breakthrough pushing the client to do things it’s probably been a better outcome.  I think a lot of people would give up.  I don’t think that is good for the person. I like to think we all have rights.  You can only do what you can with the tools, if you haven’t the tools you can’t do the job.  Large employers don’t do things the simple and easy way. They don’t learn from their mistakes.  I have 27 years with my employer, you think I would have given up but you see I want to work.

What was the outcome?
Still have not got an outcome.  Few years ago Breakthrough helped me get back to work following two major operations.  And I am in the same position again.  Some people would get trampled on. You need a voice for people who can’t speak for themselves.
What advice - if any - would you give to any other disabled person in the same situation?
I would like to say Breakthrough have been good to me. Ring Breakthrough and they will say what they said to me.  There is a lot of bullying.  I’m lucky I am a strong person but some aren’t. But us strong people need support too.
Do you feel your self confidence has increased since your involvement with Breakthrough UK. If so, how? 
I think it has increased, but I think still I probably don’t always speak for myself but for other people. I think that the confidence without Breakthrough would probably disappear.

If this had been a service you had to buy, would you have paid for it? (Or perhaps tried to find funding for it?). 
Not sure I would be able to pay for it for the simple reason I think, like everybody, I have mortgages and things like that and I don’t receive any benefits whatsoever. So I maybe have to really look at how much it would cost me and I think maybe a lot of people wouldn’t be able to afford it.

If you had to put a price on it, how much £ per hour?
I couldn’t say. I just don’t know how much. I suppose it’s worth a lot of money to people who haven’t got the confidence like me. But I don’t think you could put a price on it really. I don’t know.

How do you feel about our project ending?
Not happy at all. Because I think without it, a lot of people will just be bullied more and more and I think people will lose their jobs as well. Because I think people will just leave because they can’t stand up to people who are employed themselves.

What message/s would you want to pass on to potential funders?
I think we still need this service. What would you do if you aren’t there.  To give someone the service then take it away. I know there are cuts. For all the people who you have helped if you hadn’t been there, it’s frightening.
Is there anything else you would have liked our project to provide? (E.g. Independent living advocacy etc.)
Well for myself, I’m quite independent anyway, but I would imagine a lot of people might need that facility and maybe incorporate it in with it and not lose this service.

What is the legacy of the Independent Employment Advocacy Centre for you?
Well I’ve been using Breakthrough UK for the last 6 years and like I said before, it has been a godsend because they’re always there when you want them; they get back to you straight away. I am in a union, but the union is getting back to you after the event. So basically you’re paying them for a service that you’re not receiving and maybe, like when you said before about paying for the service, I would prefer to pay what I pay to the union to Breakthrough as a donation. That way at least, I know that the money is well spent. And all I can say is I hope that this service continues for people like me and lots of other people out there that need someone to talk on their behalf.

Any other comments?
All I can say I am very disappointed with the funding being cut.  I think there will be a lot of people who will be left to sort things for themselves.  One thing a lot of people find difficult is asking for help, I think that is important. I think starting all over and telling a stranger all over again is frustrating. For example seeing two consultants and you think, did he know that? I think that will stop people seeking support and telling you that they are being bullied, that you think the employer is going to dismiss you.

I think it will be a shame.  I don’t know what I am going to do because I need the support.  You should signpost me to somewhere else but only a handful will go and do it again.  It is a shame you can’t merge with a larger organisation like we have.
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A Reliable Source of Help That You Can Trust
What difference has it made having Breakthrough involved in your work?

It has been a great help as we receive referrals from a variety of sources, some of which are not appropriate to our service. Breakthrough are a trusted organisation with a vast knowledge of disability law and have real power to help disabled people to have a voice.

How happy were you with the service/information we provided?

Extremely happy. I have always had prompt and helpful service.
What are the main barriers for your customers?

Getting employers to fulfil their obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act. Having the confidence to approach employers about issues relating to this.
What do you think about our resources such as Free Wire, e-bulletins and factsheets?
Very useful information which explains in detail the sort of support the team can offer.
If this had been a service you had to buy, would you have paid for it? If yes, how much £ per hour? 

I would if it were up to me but there is no facility to do this where I work.
How do you feel about our project potentially ending?
It would be a great shame and leave a massive gap in services offered to customers.

What message/s would you want to pass on to potential funders?

The project has helped lots of real disabled people. Hear their stories and you will see the huge difference the service has made.

Is there anything else you would have liked our project to provide? 

Extra support to find employment for people with complex needs.

What is the legacy of the Independent Employment Advocacy Centre for you?
A reliable source of help that you can trust.

Any other comments? 

I hope further funding is secured as the service is much needed as things get more difficult for disabled people in the present economic climate.
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Without Them I Would Be Unemployed
What difference did it make having Breakthrough involved?
A lot of difference. I was able to get back into a working environment.  Asked for a transfer and with support I got the transfer.
What were the barriers affecting you?
I was not given correct training. I was given a training video to watch but it was not accessible with my hearing impairment.  The video did not have subtitles.  Asked if someone could watch the video with me then to explain it to me but they said no.  I asked if I could have a script or a note taker but they said no.  Could someone sit with me while I watched the video? They said would look into it but never got back to me so basically said no.

How were they dealt with?
My employer said no when I asked for a transfer. Judy attended a meeting with my new manager who was very understanding. The personnel officer sat with me while I watched the video and explained things to me.  It made things a lot easier to understand on the video.
What was the outcome?
It was a successful transfer and I got the additional support.
What advice - if any - would you give to any other disabled person in the same situation?
Don’t give up.  I thought about giving up.  The Disability Employment Advisor was concerned about the training video and arranged an appointment with the staffing manager to discuss the training video. He did not turn up having written down the time and date.  My DEA found out he had left and went to another branch, but he did not arrange someone to attend on his behalf.

Could you identify any future needs by yourself? If yes, in what way?
A note taker would be one for training settings and meetings.
What message/s would you want to pass on to potential funders?
Breakthrough’s IEAC is very helpful. I don’t know where I would be without them.  Without them I would be unemployed.
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A Tailor Made and Individual Approach
What difference did it make having Breakthrough involved?

It provided reassurance not only for myself, but also service users over many years.

Common sense was valued, and the time to talk things over and clarify situations. It is an individually tailored service, which I feel is very important.

How happy were you with the service?

On the whole very happy. In the early days there were sight teething problems i.e. delays, but this was overshadowed by the service I received being worth waiting for.

What were the barriers affecting you?

Real and perceived – the disability I have is often changing and therefore difficult to pre-empt.

Perceived barriers – distressing personal experience includes:

· Lack of awareness.

· Lack of common sense.

· Failure to appreciate difficulties of a ‘hidden’ disability.

· Feeling negative due to learned experience.

· Attitudinal barriers around expectations of learning and skill - not expected to have been educated much, if at all. 

How were they dealt with?

· Sounding board – respectful and empathetic, not patronising and sympathetic.

· Gave coping mechanisms and also tailored information for my needs.

· Confidence to be able to self advocate.

· Opportunity to find and apply information in a systematic, not emotional manner.

What was the outcome?
From the extreme of being prepared to give up, not work and be on benefits – to the other end of the spectrum and kickstarting your career.
Also refreshed my own skills working with other disadvantaged people.
What advice - if any - would you give to any other disabled person in the same situation?

· Anger is ok, but channel anger into assertive energy. 

· Don’t take rejection personally.

· Be brave, but with some backing behind you, i.e. Breakthrough.

· Acknowledge and accept what you can do, put that message across to people when job hunting, accessing training, education etc – not what you can’t do.

· Focus on the social rather than the medical model of what you have, be careful about what words you use.

· Emphasise difference, not disability.

· Network as much as you can.

Do you feel your self confidence has increased since your involvement with Breakthrough UK. If so, how? 

Yes, I have learned to consider myself with the same respect as those with disabilities whom I support.

I am comfortable with being self confident without going over the top, and feel valued as an individual in my own right. More confident about experiencing the unfamiliar than previously too.

Could you identify any future needs by yourself? If yes, in what way?

Yes and no. With the strategies that I’d been given already, yes I could.

But I’m about to undergo radical orthopaedic surgery and physically there will be many changes, my body won’t be the same and I would need to access the service again.
If this had been a service you had to buy, would you have paid for it? (Or perhaps tried to find funding for it?). 

Although financially I am strapped and on a very tight budget, it would have been a case of finding funding. I would have wanted to find the money to somehow pay for it, even if it meant selling jewellery which would have sentimental as well as capital value.

How much £ per hour?
Very difficult question. I wouldn’t want to get as cheap a rate as possible, but research the ‘going rate’ for a professional information service/self advocacy support and match it.

The integrity of the service provider is not in question for a cost effective and highly professional service. I would have sought match-funding from my employers. 

How do you feel about our project ending?

Shocked, angry and indignant on behalf of myself and the many service users my colleagues and I support in this area. Breakthrough has been the difference between raising self-esteem, staying off benefits and making a contribution to the economy.

What messages would you want to pass on to potential funders?

· Invaluable service giving value for money.

· Provide enduring solutions that work and help employers harness the wealth of talent people with disabilities have. 

· Disabled people are nevertheless highly productive and dedicated people; because likely absences to an extent can be managed much more effectively than disruptive unforeseen absences of ‘well’ people. Also more loyalty and less turnover often. 

· Getting people into work will not work without places like Breakthrough. The work of an organisation like Breakthrough not only helps the individual, but can help agencies/ organisations to draw down funding from initiatives to prove they have a social conscience.

Is there anything else you would have liked our project to provide? (E.g. Independent living advocacy etc.)
I find it hard to answer this on my own behalf but from the point of view of mental health service users.

· Freewire articles sometimes could be easier read.
What is the legacy of the Independent Employment Advocacy Centre for you?

It’s the people who have started, stayed or succeeded (progressed) in their work, study or training.

Soft outcomes – harder to see tangible results - it would be interesting to know what cost to the NHS may have been saved through people being in better mental health.

Breakthrough has been cited to me as one of the things that has stopped some people from self harming or having suicidal thoughts.

The tailor made and individual approach.

Any other comments?

For guidance/information staff: being fully recognised by a professional body (professional qualification) would be have been valuable for the service.
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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 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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Contact Us

Thank you to all who have supported the Independent Employment Advocacy Centre over the years.
You can contact Breakthrough UK on:
Telephone:          0161 273 5412

Fax:                     0161 274 4053

Minicom:              0161 273 5727

Email:                  admin@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.
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