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Executive summary

Executive summary

Sense launched Sense, Active Together with
funding from Sport England to help reduce the
number of inactive disabled people in England.
"The three-year programme aims to build on
Sense’s existing sport and physical activity
offer for people with complex disabilities and
help over 2500 people to become active.

Sense has identified that support workers
will play a key role in achieving this outcome
—they are ‘key messengers’ who play a
critical role in encouraging, informing and
helping adults with complex disabilities

to access sport and physical activity.

Research

Sense commissioned Traverse —an
independent, social research organisation
— to understand how to help support
workers engage people with complex
disabilities in physical activity and sport.

The main research questions

in this report include:

® How do support workers feel about
helping adults with complex disabilities
to access sport and physical activity?

@® What do support workers do to help
adults with complex disabilities
access sport and physical activity?

® What help do support workers currently
access to help with this?

® What challenges and barriers do
support workers face in this work?

® How can the Sense sport and
physical activity team assist
support workers in this work?

Methodology

Traverse completed 14 in-depth telephone
interviews with Sense staff. This included
support workers, as well as team leaders and
coordinators and service senior management
— many of whom also acted as support workers
or had previous experience in the role.

Interviewees were selected by Sense and
Traverse using a purposive sample to capture
a wide range of views and experiences across
interviewees — including variation by service

type, location and staff work experience.

Findings

The main findings from this report are:

1 Most support workers and staff had
observed people with complex disabilities
experience a wide range of benefits
from taking part in sport and physical
activity, including increased confidence,
independence and improved wellbeing.
The likelihood of people experiencing
these benefits was linked to support
workers applying positive, inclusive
approaches and practices in their work.

1 Sport England, 2020. Active Lives Adult Survey Report May 2019/20: Published October
2020. Available at: https://www.sportengland.org/know-your-audience/data/active-lives
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However, some reported that enthusiasm 7
for sport and physical activities varied

among staff. Delivery was often driven by
passionate advocates or experienced staff,

but was still subject to other priorities in

services that required one-to-one support

such as food shopping.

Most support workers and staff interviewed 8
had promoted sport and physical activity

in some form, but methods varied across
services. Different approaches included

active listening (to pick up on potential

interests) through to open suggestions
(sometimes supported by activities 9
coordinators) or role modelling of activities

in front of people.

Support workers have to provide a wide
range of direct and indirect support to
actually help people with complex physical
disabilities take part in physical activity.
This support requires a broad skillset,
including creativity, collaboration and use
of person-centred approaches.

Coordinator roles bring vital expertise
regarding inclusive activities, accessible,
local provision, as well as additional
logistical support.

Where support workers draw on external
support, inconsistencies in external
facilitators’ knowledge, awareness and
understanding of inclusive sport and
physical activity can be a barrier to
participation.

Support workers and staff with a personal
interest in sport felt more confident
communicating its benefits to people
with complex disabilities. Staff were less
confident when they had concerns about
encountering and overcoming complex

communication challenges.

Travel and transport to, from and between
activities was the main reported barrier
to participation. This challenge cut across
types of service and was an issue in both

rural and urban locations.

Support workers and services face a wide
range of other logistical challenges that
inhibit the delivery of sport and physical
activity at their services. This includes a

lack of well-trained, experience staff in
physical activity provision, lack of accessible
equipment or facilities and lack of funding
available within people’s personal budgets
to support activities.

10 Most support workers and staff want

more training on how to support people
with complex disabilities to take part

in physical activity. However, opinions

are mixed on the merits and feasibility

of face-to-face training versus other
methods. Staff also want more equipment
and/or practical resources to help
identify activities in their local areas.







The research has found that there is strong
acknowledgement of the benefits of sport
and physical activity among Sense staff —
and the role that support workers play in
helping people to realise these benefits.

However, staff face challenges in putting
or keeping sport and physical activity high
on the agenda among other priorities
and service delivery pressures.

Enthusiasm for helping people to take

part in sport and physical activity can

also vary among staff based on personal
interest, previous experience and — critically

— confidence in delivering activities and
overcoming communication barriers or
challenges. This often places the responsibility
to drive the sport and physical activity
agenda into the hands of just a few staff
rather than as a shared endeavour.

Systemic challenges that sit outside of
services’ control — such as transport,
accessible facilities in the local area (and
their staffing), or sufficient personal
budget sizes to support activity — are also
a major barrier to support workers helping
people to take part in physical activity.

While current forms of support such as
coordinator roles are highly valued and have
started to mitigate some of these challenges,
services and support workers could benefit
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from being helped to deliver their own, simple,
on-site, adaptive sport activities to expand
and diversify their sport and physical activity
offers for all the people that they support.

Based on these findings, it is clear that any
activities to encourage and help support
workers to promote the benefits of sport
and physical activity to people with complex
disabilities need to take into account the
personal, organisational and local delivery
challenges that support workers face.

Key recommendations are outlined

below and accompanied by potential

routes to action in the conclusions

and recommendations chapter:

1 Build a cultural shift towards placing
physical activity support at the
heart of the support worker role.

2 Embed sport and physical activity within
processes to build on acknowledgement
of benefits and improve confidence.

3 Help support workers integrate
conversations about sport and physical
activity into their everyday communication
and support planning sessions with
people with complex disabilities.

4 Support services to promote and deliver
more adaptive activities onsite to help
overcome logistical challenges.

5 Undertake activities in communities
around services to address broader
infrastructure and system-based challenges.



Background

Background

Research carried out by Sport England
found that almost half (42 %) of disabled
people are classed as inactive (i.e. less
than thirty minutes of exercise per week).
This rises to over half (51 % ) among
people with complex disabilities.

Sense launched Sense, Active Together with
funding from Sport England to respond to
this need. It aims to build Sense’s existing
sport and physical activity offer for people
with complex disabilities. This three-year

programme will engage and support over 2500

people with complex disabilities to become
active between August 2019 - July 2022.

As part of this initiative, Sense have
identified that support workers and other
frontline staff are ‘key messengers’ of
physical activity. Support workers play a
critical role in encouraging, informing and
helping adults with complex disabilities
to access sport and physical activity and
need to be supported in this role.

This builds on recent approaches
undertaken by other organisations, including
Disability Rights UK’s and University of
Birmingham'’s identification and support

of social workers as key messengers of
physical activity for disabled people.

Research

Sense commissioned Traverse —an

independent, social research organisation

—in order to better understand how

support workers can be helped to

promote the benefits of physical activity

to people with complex disabilities.

The main research questions

in this report include:

How do support workers feel about
helping adults with complex disabilities
to access sport and physical activity?
What do support workers do to help
adults with complex disabilities

access sport and physical activity?
What support do support workers
currently access to help with this?
What challenges and barriers do
support workers face in this work?

How can the Sense sport and

physical activity team assist

support workers in this work?

The conclusions and recommendations
in this report will inform the Sense
sport and physical activity team’s
strategy and activities to help

support workers in their work.

Broader findings may also be of use to
other organisations where support workers
are key messengers of physical activity.
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Methodology

Traverse completed 14 in-depth
telephone interviews with Sense staff.

Staff interviewed included support workers,
as well as team leaders and coordinators
and service senior management — many

of whom also acted as support workers

or had previous experience in the role.

Interviewees were selected by Sense
and Traverse using a purposive sample
to capture a wide range of views and
experiences across interviewees.

Interviewees worked across different types
of service: residential services; day centres;
Sense centres and community services.

Services were also based in different regions
of England and included both urban

and rural locations. Some interviewees

had no previous contact with the Sense
sports and physical activity teams.

Interviews were completed between
January 2020 — April 2020. The research
was curtailed due to the outbreak of
Coronavirus in January 2020.

See Appendix A for a breakdown
of interviewees.

How to read

When summarising qualitative feedback

this report

in each section of the report, we start with
the themes raised most frequently in order
to give a general sense of proportionality.

We do not use specific numbers of
interviewees when reporting qualitative
data, instead we use quantifiers that are
not specific to any prescribed number or
percentage. These give an indication of the
weighting of themes relative to each other.

‘Most’ is used when a similar view is
shared by a clear majority of interviewees
(for example, 10 to 13 interviewees).

‘Some’ is used when a similar view

is shared by a significant number of
interviewees, although not necessarily a
clear majority (for example, four to nine
interviewees).

‘A few’ is used when a similar view
is shared by a only small number
of interviewees (for example,

two to three interviewees).

* All the names of individuals in this report have been changed to protect their identity.
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. Perceptions of

participation in sport
and physical activity

This section provides an overview of attitudes
in services towards supporting service users to
engage in sport and physical activity.
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Most interviewees had observed people with complex
disabilities to experience a wide range of benefits from
taking part in sport and physical activity, including increased
confidence, independence and improved wellbeing.

Interviewees were asked about the benefits In particular, they highlighted
of sport and physical activity for people the importance of:
with complex disabilities and its relative ® A positive attitude when promoting
importance compared to other support needs. physical activity supporting them to
take part in activities, as people with
Most had observed that people with complex complex disabilities can pick up on
disabilities experience multiple benefits from hesitant or negative (body) language.
taking part in sport and physical activity. @® A healthy appetite for risk — and
The most common benefits cited include: supporting people to feel optimistic
® Increased confidence and about trying new activities.
sense of independence. @ Activities that are inclusive of all abilities,
® Improved mental and/or physical wellbeing. but also adapted and tailored activities
® Increased opportunities to socialise. to meet and challenge individuals needs.
® Exposure to new sensory experiences.
@® A sense of competition and achievement. Exposure to new experiences
® Improved behaviours that challenge. and sensations is hugely
@® Increased staff engagement with beneficial for deafblind
the people they support. [people]. You can see how
happy they are on their face.”
A few participants reported that sport Support Worker, Residential Service

and physical activity also helped people

- (A_._rf(. T L
- .

with complex disabilities engage with B

and feel that they are part of the local
community in which the service is located.

Most interviewees felt that the likelihood
of people experiencing these benefits
was related to the attitudes and
approaches of support workers.
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Some interviewees reported that enthusiasm for sport and physical
activities varied among staff. Delivery was often driven by passionate
advocates or experienced staff, but was still subject to other priorities.

While most interviewees reported that
participation in sport and physical activity
had multiple benefits for people with
complex disabilities, some also reported that
enthusiasm for it among other staff varied.

Enthusiasm among staff was felt to depend on:

@ Self-belief in their ability to
engage in activities
® Confidence in the activity, its
safety and outcomes
@ Personal interest in sports
and physical activity
@ Level of experience in supporting people
to access sport and physical activities
® The accessibility of the location
where activities would take place
® Personal healthcare issues of staff

In practice, this meant that the delivery of
sport and physical activity was often linked to
the presence of passionate advocates or more
experienced staff. Interviewees reported that
fewer people with complex disabilities took
part in sport and physical activity when more
enthusiastic members of staff were on leave.

Some interviewees also reported that it
was difficult to prioritise sport and physical
activity over other forms of support.

This challenge manifested itself in different
types of services for different reasons.

In Residential Services, limited one-to-

one time between support workers and
residents makes it harder for staff to support
people with sport and physical activity:

Time constraints... with
people with mobility issues
it takes two hours to support
them out of bed, [get them
into their] morning routine
and time to relax before we
go out... then the staff are
trying to catch up, they have
a deadline... they’re rushing
to get everything done.”
Deputy Manager, Residential service

In Day Services and Community Services,
holistic care models require staff to balance
sport and physical activity against other
priorities that require one-to-one support,
such as food shopping and social outings.



Case study

Generating and sustaining enthusiasm

Jane™ is a support worker at a residential
service located in a large urban area. She
has worked there for over 10 years.

Jane believes that her main responsibility
as a support worker is to meet the basic
needs of the people she supports (e.g.
being cleaned and fed) but, after this,
supporting people to engage in sport and
physical activity is her next priority.

She feels that the service users she works with
benefit in many ways by taking part in sport
and physical activity. The benefits encompass
physical, social and emotional benefits — such
as improved fitness, mobility and confidence.

Jane believes her belief in the importance
of physical activity stems from her own
personal interest in sport — which has the
added bonus that she is more likely to enjoy
the activities she supports people with.

However, she acknowledges that not all of her
colleagues have the same attitude. She thinks
that motivation levels to get service users
engaged in sport and physical activity vary
across support workers in her residential service:

‘ ‘ It differs with different staff...
some are motivated to do
whatever’s on the schedule
and others just aren’t.”

Jane thinks that it might be hard to change
the mindset of staff that is completely
unenthusiastic or unmotivated about sport
and physical activity, but that this could

be achieved by focusing on what support
workers are most interested in — how activities

will benefit the person they support:

¢ If you’re given the info to
know what it will do for that
person then you’ll probably be
more enthusiastic... [people]
need to think, “oh, it might
do this or that”, and that can
help them get more into it”.

She also believes that other staff within

and connected to services play a key role in
building on enthusiasm and helping staff who
have an interest in supporting people into
physical activity, but struggle to prioritise it

or put into action. For example, she’s found

it helpful to work alongside an activities
coordinator to help identify activities:

He’s been working at Sense
({4 for a long time and he knows
the different abilities of each
of the people so he looks at
things that can be introduced.”

Jane would also feel comfortable asking
for support through her supervision

sessions with her manager.
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2 Current approaches
to sport and
physical activity

This section provides an overview of approaches
to supporting people with complex disabilities
to take part in sport and physical activity.






