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DISABILITY EQUALITY SCOTLAND
Thistle Assistance
Fact Sheet

What issue did we ask our members about?

We were asked by our colleagues at Transport Scotland to conduct a survey on disabled peoples knowledge of and experiences when using Thistle Assistance. Our survey was developed in conjunction with SESTrans who are the administrators of the Thistle Assistance scheme. 

What are the key things we found out?
· Most disabled people (64%) use the National Entitlement Card and only 1 in 10 use Thistle Assistance.
· 7 out of 10 disabled people haven’t heard of Thistle Assistance.
· When using Thistle Assistance the most common place people use the scheme is when travelling by bus with 6 out of 10 people using it.
· Over 4 in 10 (44%) of respondents said they didn’t use it at all when travelling and roughly 1 in 10 (12%) said they use it every time they travel.

What did our members tell us? 

Respondent profile

Thistle Assistance Awareness and other Assistance Programs

When assessing awareness of Thistle Assistance it was important to do in the context of other assistance scheme which disabled people might use. We found that the most common scheme used was the National Entitlement card with almost 2 out of 3 people using it (64%.) The second most common was the blue badge scheme with almost 6 out of 10 disabled people using it. For Thistle Assistance approximately 1 in 10  disabled people said they used it.  For other assistance programs the sunflower lanyard was used by 3 in 10 disabled people, 15% use Scotrail Passenger Assist and 17% of people don’t use any assistance schemes. 7% said they used other programs including the disabled persons railcard.

With only 1 in 10 people using Thistle Assistance we needed to find out how aware respondents were of the scheme. When asked 7 out of 10 people said they hadn’t heard of Thistle Assistance. Just over a quarter said they had heard (26%.)

In terms of how people had heard about the scheme 43% said they found out from social media, 23% told us they heard by word of mouth, 10% found out from the Thistle Assistance Website or an advert on public transport and 8% heard about it at a healthcare appointment. 

Accessing Thistle Assistance

Disabled people can access thistle assistance via the Thistle Assistance App on their mobile phone or a physical card that you can carry. The overwhelming majority of respondents over 8 in 10 said they had neither. Only 6% have the app on their phone, 7% have a physical card whereas 5% had both. 

When people were downloading the app to their phone 47% said it was very easy and 37% told us it was quite easy. 11% said it wasn’t very easy and 5% said it wasn’t easy at all. 

When people were ordering their card nearly 6 out of 10 people used the Thistle Assistance website to get their card. 18% said they were given their card with an information leaflet and a further 18% told us they picked up their card from another organisation. Only 6% called the dedicated Thistle Assistance phone line. The user experience of getting their card was largely overwhelmingly with 44% saying they found it very easy and 39% saying it was quite easy. 11% found it not very easy and 6% didn’t find it easy at all.

 Using Thistle Assistance

While travelling on public transport disabled people can use Thistle Assistance; we wanted to learn when people used their card or app. Most people (63%) use Thistle Assistance when travelling by bus. Just over 1 in 5 said they used it when using the train. About 1 in 10 of people told us they used it on the ferry, on a plane, on the tram or on subway. 

When travelling we wanted to know how often people use Thistle Assistance. 44% said they didn’t use it at all compared to almost a quarter used it everytime. 12% use Thistle Assistance most of the time and 20% use it some of the time. 

Disabled people have had a mixed experience when using Thistle Assistance but the two most common themes which emerged where that people either did not use their Thistle Assistance and when they did it wasn’t always recognized by Transport Staff. Members comments included:

“I can't answer that presently as I have had no experience of using card or app.”

“People were not very familiar with it. It didn’t have the same impact as a disability card.”

“I don’t think it really makes a difference. Most bus drivers don’t know what it is and the experience depends on the disability awareness training of the driver.”

“To be honest it wasn’t very useful as the drivers of the buses are unwilling to help.”

The lack of recognition of the scheme may at times reduce the chances of someone using it with one member saying they felt “scared to use it.” Greater awareness of the scheme and understanding of its potential by transport staff would be beneficial; though this was not the universal . Some respondents have had a positive experience with comments including;

“Just use it for extra time to sit down on bus. Also when I depart bus.”

“It was superb, bus drivers have received training in my area!”


Ideas for improvement

Disabled People told us that the best ways to improve the scheme were to improve awareness of Thistle Assistance and to ensure that staff are trained appropriately. Respondents had a genuine concern that Thistle Assistance was a duplication as “too many services are doing the same thing now” and that in other ways older people and disabled people “already have a card.”

Ways to boost awareness and training include:

“Maybe have them more widely available, in council contact centres, or maybe ask councils to include leaflet about them with bus passes.”
“More publicity with service providers.”

“Training for bus drivers and more awareness for airport staff and airline staff. Too often I am left to fend for myself Which isn’t very nice.”

“Make sure all transport employees are trained and all disability support charities, from physical to sensory or neurodiverse etc can share it with their beneficiaries.”

DES would agree with our members that better training for Transport Staff would be a positive and that this should form part of a wider CPD program. As part of any training staff should have mandatory disability equality and competency training which should be regularly renewed.   
Further information
For further information on this, or other fact sheets, please contact Disability Equality Scotland on: 
t: 0141 370 0968		e: research@disabilityequlity.scot
	
Who We Are
Disability Equality Scotland (DES) is a member-led, Disabled People’s Organisation (DPO), working towards the inclusion and accessibility of all disabled people across Scotland in all of society. 
Our work is based on a human rights approach, and we share the collective voices of disabled people to inform and influence policymaking decisions. We adhere to the social model of disability and are a proud member of the Independent Living Movement. DES also acts as the umbrella body for the Scottish Access Panel Network.

Disability Equality Scotland
The Pentagon Centre, 36 Washington Street, Glasgow, G3 8AZ	E: research@disabilityequality.scot
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