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Short Abstract 
In this paper, we will present the findings of a qualitative study into the experiences of adults who use AAC who volunteer. The participants were 11 men and 10 women, who live across four states of Australia. We interviewed each participant on two occasions and analysed the data according to Grounded Theory methodology in order to identify (a) the participants’ motivations for volunteering, (b) the benefits they received, (c) the barriers they faced, and (d) strategies that other individuals and organisations can use to promote and support successful volunteering. The results indicate that having access to effective communication is critical to volunteering successfully. Based on the participants’ experiences, we will present strategies that individuals and organisations can use to promote and support volunteering amongst people who use AAC who want to volunteer.
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Background
Volunteering is highly valued and common in Australian society. In 2006, 34% of the adult population aged 18 years and over were participating in voluntary work, contributing approximately 713 million hours to the community (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2007). Recent studies (e.g., Balandin, Llewellyn, Dew, Ballin, & Schneider, 2006; Bruce, 2006) indicate that although many people with disabilities also want to volunteer, they are restricted from doing so because of a range of barriers which include communication difficulties. The aim of this study was to explore the experiences of volunteers who have complex communication needs and who use AAC. 

Method

We interviewed 11 men and 10 women who use AAC and who have engaged in volunteering. Where possible, we also observed the participants as they volunteered in order to better understand the nature of their experiences. We analysed the interview transcripts and observation notes using the qualitative methodology of Grounded Theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

Results

The participants identified communication as a central issue in understanding their experiences of volunteering. In many cases, having access to appropriate AAC was critical to the success of their attempts to volunteer. Communication impacted on the reasons why people volunteered, the type of volunteering work they chose to do, the benefits they received, and the barriers they faced. 

Implications

The results highlight the need for people with complex communication needs to have access to appropriate AAC across all life situations and activities, including volunteering. Without appropriate AAC, people with complex communication needs may be denied the opportunities to volunteer that are readily available to their peers without disabilities. We will present practical strategies that people who use AAC can use to help ensure successful outcomes if they choose to volunteer. 
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