
 

Building Belonging in 

Communities 

 

1.Introduction 

The Building  Belonging in Communities  workshop was an interactive 

keynote session held in March 2026 as part of the North West Self 

AdvocatesConferenceThe session utilised digital engagement tools, 

allowing self advocates to share their views in real-time via mobile devices. 

The presentation focused on identifying what "community" means to people 

with learning disabilities and autistic people,  the barriers to belonging, and 

collective ideas for creating more inclusive environments. This report 

analyses the responses from participants to provide a roadmap for future 

advocacy and community development. 

 

 

2. Key Themes and Insights 



Defining Community and Belonging 

Self advocates identified community through a wide variety of lenses, 

ranging from geographical locations to shared identities and interests. 

 

● Social and Support Networks: Community is defined by friends, 

family, housemates, and support staff who "recognise me and my 

needs". 

 

● Interest-Based Groups: Belonging comes from  activities such as 

football teams, LEGO clubs, baking groups, drama groups, and dog 

agility. 

 

● Self-Advocacy Movements: Groups like People First (Bury, 

Merseyside, Tameside) and the North West conference itself were 

cited as vital communities for empowerment. 

 

● Local Spaces: Familiar places like the "local chippy," "local pub," 

"church," and library hubs are essential for a sense of place. 

● Belonging to Ourselves: Some self advocates said that belonging 

begins with themselves. This forms the foundation of strong 

communities. 

 

Inclusion, Acceptance, and Safety 

A recurring theme was the desire to be accepted without being judged "by 

the cover". 

● Safe Spaces: There is a significant need for safe spaces where 

individuals feel comfortable being themselves. 

 



● Non-judgmental Environments: Participants emphasized that a true 

community is "non-judgmental" and "diverse and integrated". 

 

● The Struggle to Fit In: Many noted that being accepted in the wider 

community remains a "struggle" and that they often feel "left out" due 

to being different. 

● Building self belonging: There is a need to support people to feel that 

they belong to themselves. This involves support to build unique 

communities with people. It could involve  support in the form wrap 

self care. 

 

Transport and Physical Accessibility 

Accessibility remains one of the most significant barriers to community 

participation. 

● Flexible Transport: There is a call for more flexible and patient bus 

services. Changes in Local Authority policies are needed. 

 

● Infrastructure: Issues such as "better pavements" and more 

community spaces like parks were highlighted as essential for 

physical belonging. 

 

Support Staff and Social Care 

The quality and flexibility of support are seen as gatekeepers to community 

life. 

● Listening to Needs: Particip expressed a need for staff who truly 

listen to their "wants and needs" rather than just finishing a shift. 

 

● Funding and Hours: There is deep concern regarding funding cuts, 

with participants calling for better funding for supported living and "not 



taking away my hours". 

 

● Wages and Recognition: Better pay for support staff was 

recommended to ensure high-quality, respectful support. 

 

Employment and Skills 

Meaningful engagement through work and volunteering is highly valued. 

 

● Paid Opportunities: Self advocates strongly believe people with 

learning disabilities should have access to paid jobs, not just 

volunteering. 

 

● Training: There is a demand for more job training and skills-based 

learning, such as first aid. 

Health and Well-being 

Healthcare services need to be more attuned to the specific needs of the 

community. 

● GP and Hospital Access: Recommendations include longer doctor's 

appointments and reduced waiting times. 

 

● Understanding: There is a plea for "doctors that understand" and for 

health professionals to talk directly to the individual, not their support 

worker. 

 

 

Recommendations 



● Foster Real Co-production: Move beyond "paper exercises" to 

involve the disabled community in genuine decision-making and 

leadership with innovative approaches 

 

● Improve Employment Access: Increase the availability of paid job 

opportunities and provide the necessary support to maintain them. 

This includes preparation for work 

 

● Enhance Transport Flexibility: Work with local authorities to ensure 

transport services are reliable, accessible, and patient.Review 

policies excluding transport from support. 

 

● Direct Advocacy Leadership: Encourage support for clearer, closer 

relationships between commissioners and communities. Encourage 

support for non statutory advocacy.  

 

● Prioritize Safe Spaces: Expand schemes like "Safe Places" and 

ensure community centers and cafes are welcoming and inclusive. 

 

● Support Social Connection: Increase funding for activities that 

allow people to connect with friends and reduce isolation. 

 

● Build Self Belonging: Plan support that builds unique communities.  

Consider how trauma related support could be embedded rather than 

specialist 

 

 

Conclusion 

The session demonstrated that for people with learning disabilities and 

autistic individuals, community is about much more than just a location—it 

is about being seen, heard, and valued. While many find belonging in self-



advocacy and interest groups, significant barriers in transport, social care 

funding, and public understanding remain. By implementing these 

recommendations, we can move toward a society where everyone belongs 

"my way.". 

 


	1.Introduction
	2. Key Themes and Insights
	Defining Community and Belonging
	Inclusion, Acceptance, and Safety
	Transport and Physical Accessibility
	Support Staff and Social Care
	Employment and Skills
	Health and Well-being

	Recommendations
	Conclusion

