Helen: a wheelchair user facing physical access barriers and assumptions
Watch Helen’s animation: https://youtu.be/7KwSsAYKuXM?si=sB1xnOnmc64o7-sg
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Overview
Helen is 59 and lives in the North East. She is a wheelchair user and relies on public transport and accessible parking to get to work, volunteering, or training.
Access information is not always provided upfront, so she often has to check details herself and prepare for things not working as expected. Physical barriers and assumptions about what she can do shape her experience before she can even talk about her skills.
When Helen applies for jobs, she expects to have to ask questions and fill in missing information about access, rather than being told in advance.

Strengths and Motivations
Helen is experienced, practical, and used to planning ahead. She draws on her experience from work, volunteering and training to approach tasks in a considered and organised way.
She wants to be treated as an individual. She wants conversations to focus on her skills, experience, and what she can contribute, rather than assumptions based on her wheelchair.
When access is planned and reliable, she can focus fully on her role rather than spending time and energy working around barriers.

Situation and Context
Helen often has to take responsibility for checking whether a workplace or interview location will be accessible. This includes asking about physical access, parking, and transport, and preparing for adjustments that may or may not be in place.
This creates additional work before she has even applied or attended an interview.
In previous experiences, assumptions about her ability have been made based on first impressions. This can shape interactions before she has had the opportunity to demonstrate her skills.

Goals and Wishes
Helen wants people at work to focus on what she can do, not on what they assume she cannot do.
She wants physical access to be planned and reliable, so getting to work does not require extra effort or negotiation.
She wants to know in advance whether a place will be accessible and who she can contact if she needs to discuss access or support.

Frustrations and Barriers
Access information is often missing or unclear, which means Helen has to spend time asking questions and filling in gaps herself.
Assumptions about her capability, based on her wheelchair rather than her experience, can shift focus away from the role itself.
When access is not built in and has to be arranged individually, it places additional responsibility on her before she even starts work.

What Would Make a Difference
Clear, practical information about physical access shared with everyone from the start.
Details about transport, parking and the workplace provided early on.
A named person to answer access questions.
Information about Access to Work shared at induction, with clear ways to follow up.
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