Case study: Stafford Meals on Wheels

Four years ago, Jack Pool, the President of Stafford Meals on Wheels, was contacted by Crossroads, a disability services organisation in Brisbane, about taking on some of their clients as volunteers.

Today, Stafford has about 80 volunteers — five of these have a disability. The volunteers with a disability deliver meals to local elderly residents about three times a month, with the support of a carer and a volunteer bus driver.

Why did you decide to recruit volunteers with a disability?

Crossroads contacted me about four years ago to see if we were interested in taking on some of their clients, who have disabilities, as volunteers. I had a chat to them about it and then decided to give it a try. So one day, they brought their mini-bus down with about three volunteers and I took them out on a delivery to show them what to do. They took over from there and have been delivering meals ever since.

Did Meals on Wheels have to make any adjustments to accommodate the new volunteers?

No, the only thing I did was contact the people who would be receiving the meals to see if they were ok with walking down their front steps to meet the deliverers; as some of the volunteers use wheelchairs. They were all more than happy to do this.

Was there any resistance within your organisation?

There was some resistance amongst a couple of the other volunteers. But I believe that people have to learn to accept people who have a disability. So I made it clear to the other volunteers that these volunteers were here to stay.

What impact has it had on your organisation and the community?

It’s all been very positive. Our clients love our volunteers with disabilities and so do our other volunteers. 
There are benefits for the individual volunteers and flow-on benefits to the community. The volunteers feel like they are part of community. At the Christmas party last year, the volunteers said to me ‘Thank you Jack for what you’ve done. We feel as if we’re not being looked after all of the time — we’re helping to look after other people.’ One of our volunteers has a very mild physical disability, but has also been experiencing anxiety. Volunteering has given him more confidence; he’s a different man now and doesn’t suffer from anxiety anymore.

What advice would you give other community organisations?

People with a disability are able to do what we do. You just have to teach them. 
If you want to recruit volunteers with a disability you should get the volunteers together and sit down and talk to them about what you would like them to do. But don’t just talk; you need to listen to them. Don’t be afraid to talk to them; they do understand. Open communication is the key to a successful volunteer program.

