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1. Foreword 
It has been a privilege to manage the ONSIDE project to this significant point of delivery. Over the last 
eighteen months ONSIDE faced not only the challenges of bringing four partner organisations together 
across two jurisdictions to deliver support and equipment to disabled people, but we also had to deal 
with the impact of the Covid-19 global pandemic. 

After a successful pilot in the North-West of Ireland in early 2020 and a momentous launch day (see 
page 8) in Derry/Londonderry in March 2020, we had no idea of the catastrophic impact COVID-19 
would have on the world. 

ONSIDE was impacted early by the pandemic as the equipment required to deliver the project was 
coming from Wuhan, China where all manufacturing was ceased because of the pandemic. But we did 
not let that stop us. With the continued lock-down restrictions and mindful of the health and well-being of 
our participants and staff, many of whom were shielding on Government guidance, we acted quickly. We 
redesigned the digital training programme so it could be delivered solely on-line by our Digital Training 
team and ONSIDE strategically pooled our resources so our Disability, Health and Housing Officers 
could deliver equipment to participants’ homes safely. All four partners worked strategically to ensure 
ONSIDE provided the right level of support to each participant so they could connect to digital training 
sessions. No small feat as many had never used IT before. 

Whilst we were awaiting vital equipment in the first few months of lockdown, we set about supporting 
our participants, their family and friends through a social media campaign ‘ONSIDE – on your side’ 
which ran for eight weeks (see page 9). This campaign would relay relevant COVID-19 information and 
signposting for our participants and the wider disabled community. The campaign garnered up to 90,000 
Twitter impressions in April 2020 and the content was used and shared by fellow disability groups across 
Northern Ireland and R.o.I. 

In the summer of 2020, our participant cohorts got underway, since then we have supported and trained 
over 1,070 disabled people. A breakdown of participant numbers and impact is available on page 11 of 
this report. 
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The impact testimony we have received from participants is poignant. We have heard how the support 
and skills they’ve gained from ONSIDE has given them a new sense of independence, to read about 
ONSIDE’s transformative impact, see page 12. 

As lead partner, Disability Action NI wants to thank our ONSIDE partners Northern Ireland Housing 
Executive, the Independent Living Movement Ireland, Supporting Communities and our co-design 
partner the Disability Housing Forum for their continued dedication and counsel over the last eighteen 
months. I also want to thank our funders the Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB) who manage the 
INTERREG VA programme. SEUPB skilfully guided us through many COVID related difficulties over the 
last eighteen months and we are grateful for their support. 

And I want to thank the staff team who have been present for our participants and have supported each 
other during this challenging time. The ONSIDE team has demonstrated that we are a partnership. 

Looking ahead … 
The pandemic has proven the worth of the ONSIDE project in enabling our participants to become or 
remain connected to their family and friends and wider community using the skills and contacts they 
have developed during their time with us. 

Looking forward we hope for a continued easing of covid-related restrictions that will enable us to build 
upon our achievements to date. We anticipate that participants who have reached out to online services 
will embrace these in “real life”. We will continue to upskill and equip people with disabilities so they can 
avail of all that the Internet has to offer in a safe and informed way. 

We look forward to working with, and alongside many more disabled people to overcome the barriers 
they experience in becoming socially active. ONSIDE is recording these experiences to inform 
Government Departments, legislators, service providers and others in how they can make their services 
and activities more accessible to people with disabilities. 

Orla McCann Project Manager 
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2. What we do 
The ONSIDE project is a cross border project created to address the social isolation often experienced 
by disabled people. ONSIDE seeks to improve the life outcomes of people with disabilities living in 
Northern Ireland & the border counties in the Republic of Ireland. We offer a cross border community 
support service to disabled people who are socially isolated. 

ONSIDE’s aim is to create community connections for disabled people – both in their local community 
and online communities. ONSIDE offers 1-2-1 support to participants alongside a digital training 
programme (equipment supplied) which will equip and support participants to become 
socially connected online. ONSIDE is a is free, impartial, and confidential service. 

ONSIDE is available to disabled people across Northern Ireland (Counties Antrim, 
Armagh, Derry, Down, Fermanagh & Tyrone) and the border region of Ireland (Counties 
Louth, Monaghan, Cavan, Leitrim, Sligo & Donegal). ONSIDE has a cross-impairment 
approach: working with people with physical, sensory, learning, mental health, or hidden disabilities. 

ONSIDE will create a digital hub, highlighting local health, wellbeing and community services and 
engagement opportunities. We carry out Peer Research steered and conducted by people who have 
lived experience of disability. ONSIDE wants to identify and address the social and physical barriers that 
create social isolation for disabled people. 

ONSIDE also offers participants Peer Volunteer support made possible by past participants and 
disability advocates. Our Peer Volunteers help train and support participants through their ONSIDE 
journey. 

The ONSIDE project is funded by the European Union’s INTERREG VA Programme, managed by the 
Special EU Programmes Body. 
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3. Our principles 
The ONSIDE project operates under two guiding 
principles 1) co-production and 2) to be person-
centred engaging the social model of disability. 

1) Co-production 

From the beginning of the project we have 
engaged with our co-design partner the 
Disability Housing Forum who provided 
ONSIDE with advice and guidance on how to 
shape the project, and regularly since on how 
to steer our work to attest our ethos of 
“Nothing About Us Without Us”. 

2) To be person-centred engaging the social 
model of disability 

ONSIDE places the individual at the heart of all our 
activity. 

The social model of disability recognises that it is not 
the impairment that disables an individual but rather it is 
environmental and societal barriers that disable people by 
excluding them from mainstream social, cultural and economic 
activities. 
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4. ONSIDE launch 
ONSIDE was fortunate to hold its official launch 
‘live’ just before the first lockdown in March 
2020. We brought pilot participants, partner 
organisations, funders, staff and stakeholders 
together in the Millennium Forum, Derry/ 
Londonderry on 12 March 2020. 

Following a Mayor’s address by Michaela 
Boyle, Derry & Strabane District Council, we 
listened to speakers: Paul Sheridan, Director of 
Corporate Services, Special EU Programmes 
Body; Peter Kearns, Project Coordinator, 
Independent Living Movement Ireland; 
Colm McDaid, Chief Executive, Supporting 
Communities; Nichola Kennedy, ONSIDE 
participant, Letterkenny; and Helen Russell, 
Senior Project Officer, Northern Ireland Housing 
Executive. 

Guests were treated to local music talent 
‘Conductology’ – a local cross impairment 
musical group. All funders participated in a 
joint launch day press release ‘ONSIDE – on 
the side of disabled people’ including Minister 
for Health Robin Swann, MLA and Minister for 
Health Simon Harris, TD and Gina McIntyre, 
Chief Executive, Special EU Programmes Body. 
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5. How we navigated COVID-19 
COVID-19 arrived unexpectedly and abruptly for everyone. As a team we collectively, and strategically 
pooled our strengths to establish a way forward for the ONSIDE project. Connecting online with family 
and friends quickly became the new ‘norm’ but what about those who were not online? We knew digital 
uptake was low within the disabled community, so we refocused our efforts on equipping and digitally 
up-skilling as many participants as possible. We also maintained regular contact with past and present 
participants to offer practical support or sometimes just a listening ear. 

‘ONSIDE – on your side’ COVID-19 social media campaign 

The first lockdown of 2020 was an unknown entity for us all. The rapid change in lifestyle, Government 
guidelines and news reels left many of our participants anxious and heightened feelings of loneliness 
and isolation. As a team we decided to use our social media to inform and empower participants. Over 
an 8-week period we used our social media platforms to deliver advice, information, and signposting on 
a range of disability topics and issues affecting our participants and their families. 

397 121,000
Tweets Tweet Impressions 
(April & May 2020) 

71 138,000
Facebook posts  Facebook Reach 
(April & May 2020) 
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6. ONSIDE events 

International Day of Persons with Disabilities 3 December 2020 

ONSIDE was asked by the Department of Communities and Disability Action 
NI to present at its joint Zoom event to celebrate the United Nations 
International Day of Persons with Disabilities (IDPWD). The theme of IDPWD 
2020 was “Building Back Better: toward a disability-inclusive, accessible and 
sustainable post COVID-19 world”. A great theme for ONSIDE to showcase 
how we are making digital communication accessible to all and highlight how 
the digital divide is a very real issue for disabled people. 

Staff Appreciation Day, 2 February 2021 

To acknowledge the care and dedication our staff showed to participants and each other during three 
COVID lockdowns, we held a staff appreciation day in February 2021. We brought together Project 
Management Board and staff via Zoom to say thank you for their huge effort. We had occupational 
health and well-being advice provided to make their job working from home a little easier. 

Volunteers’ Week 2020, June 2021 

Volunteers’ Week took place in June which provided us with the 
opportunity to say thanks to our wonderful Peer Volunteers who went 
above and beyond helping 100s of participants during long periods 
of COVID lockdowns. To celebrate #VolunteersWeek we ran a social 
media campaign ‘Unlocking the Internet in lockdown’ which gave our 
volunteers a platform to tell their story of volunteering, helping others 
with disabilities and what being a Peer Volunteer means to them. 
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7. ONSIDE in numbers (as of 31 May 2021) 

1073 969 
Participants digital
supported training

to date 

66 
Sensory492 

Physical 

Learning 167232 
Disability Mental 

Health 200* 
* Many of our participants experience varied and often multple impairments 

Lived experience of ONSIDE participants 

 

 
 

 

 

   
 

 
 

 
 

sessions held 

Communications - (November 2019 – May 2021) 

445 
Twitter 
Followers 

1039 
Tweets sent 

428,300
Impressions 

428,300 1.8% 455 374 94,363impressions Average 
Facebook Facebook Facebookcreated Engagement 
Followers posts issued reachRate 
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8. What participants said? 
ONSIDE participants have shown great determination in gaining digital skills and creating connections 
in their local community and online over the last eighteen months. COVID restrictions meant moving 
physical training and support online and via telephone but this didn’t faze our participants. The majority 
relished their weekly Zoom training. 

“ My confidence has increased 
massively … before I used to feel silly 
and bothersome asking family for help 
but now I can do things myself.” 

“ It kept me busy and made me learn 
new skills about my tablet and what 
things there are out there for disabled 
people.” 

“ I feel much more independent in using 
the tablet and would be more open to 
joining other online groups - I would never 
have thought about joining a reading group 
before but I think I would enjoy it!” 

“ I found I got 
confidence doing the 
course, never have I done 
anything like Zoom and I 
surprised myself at how 
I was able to get online 
every week! I felt really 
comfortable in the classes.” 

“ It was wonderful, it’s almost like 
a miracle for me. It was a lot for me 
to learn, I was at a very basic level 
but my trainer was very good and 
made me feel comfortable.” 
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8. What participants said? 

“ It opened up my world to find out about being online. I liked the 
social interaction and the trainer had patience which helped me learn.” 

“ It has given me “ It was boost to my life! I “ I’m more confident 
enjoyed talking to people and in my ability to use thethe confidence to doing things I have never done internet. It’s great for organise Zooms for before. I looked forward to it each my mental health.”
week.”my community group. 

I know how to use “ ONSIDE has helped replace the activities that have been 
closed due to the Covid 19 pandemic that I would normally beYouTube  for classes.” 
attending.” 

“ I’m not so afraid of

“ I feel less alone, technology now. I can see how 
I can use it to integrate me intomy tablet is a companion and 
doing social things online which

I can access people if I need helps me not be on my own.”
to. I’ve realised that I can learn 

“ It gave me meaning andtechnology, ONSIDE has an interest. It gave me some
opened up a whole new purpose each week and to get
world to me.” up in the morning for.” 
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9. What’s ahead? 
• ONSIDE will equip, train and support 2410 participants by 31 Dec 2022. 

• We will build upon our network of peer volunteers to support participants both in their digital training
 and in becoming connected to their communities. 

• We will work with volunteers to undertake research on overcoming barriers to participation, including
   telling our participants stories using a variety of media such as photography and creative writing. 

• We will facilitate engagement between disabled people and service providers toward three
   co-production pilots to identify and address barriers to accessibility. 

• We will continue to facilitate community connections in a flexible manner that will address what our
 participants tell us that they want. 

• We will promote the social model of disability in all that we do. 

We welcome expressions of interest from people with disabilities who 
wish to become involved in ONSIDE or to take part in our volunteering 
opportunities, please get in touch by: 

Click to get involved with Onside 
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