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About RAD (click here for BSL) 

Since 1841, the Royal Association for Deaf people (RAD) has worked to ensure that deaf 

people have access to services in British Sign Language (BSL). From supporting children, 

young people and their families; to helping deaf people find work; to befriending older 

people; we are here to make sure the people who use our services get the support they 

want, when they need it and that it is accessible to them. 

One of our services is YouthAdvance, which supports deaf children and young people to 

develop life skills, improve communication and make friends. We do this by providing 

befriending services; mentoring and coaching; in-education support; careers advice; one-to-

one support; and advocacy. We also provide information, advice and guidance for young 

people through YouthAdvice and organise social opportunities, such as the Duke of 

Edinburgh Award and sailing trips. 

Our DeafAdvance service also provides young deaf people with skills support, whilst we will 

in future offer training such as Youth Mental Health First Aid (MHFA) and an Institute of 

Leadership and Management (ILM) Level 2 Young Leaders Award. 

 

 

What is BSL? (click here for BSL) 

British Sign Language (BSL) is the signed language of the deaf community in the UK. A rich 

and complex visual-spatial language, it involves a combination of hand shapes, facial 

expressions, lip patterns and body language.  

BSL has its own grammar and sentence structure and is not a signed equivalent of 

English. For the majority of deaf people in the UK, English is a second or third language, 

whilst some may struggle to understand written English (e.g. the average reading age of 

deaf young people is substantially lower than that of their hearing peers). 

There are estimated to be around 87,000 deaf BSL users in the UK,1 though the figure is 

likely to be much higher. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
1 British Deaf Association (BDA): https://bda.org.uk/help-resources/  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rQ1i1QbEsXI
https://www.royaldeaf.org.uk/services/for-families/young-people/
https://www.royaldeaf.org.uk/services/for-professionals/employment/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vMDIW7bzXkQ
https://bda.org.uk/help-resources/
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Background to this report (click here for BSL) 

In 2020 we received funding from Partnership for Young London (PYL) to carry out a pilot 

research project, to learn about the experiences of young deaf people living in London. The 

aim was for the research to be youth-led, with a focus on 16-25 year-olds.  

 

Challenges and limitations 

Our original intention for this project had been to establish a youth board or committee, 

made up of young deaf Londoners, who would oversee and shape all stages of the research 

(including design, data collection and support with the findings). However, despite a 

significant recruitment drive via social media, we were unable to attract volunteers to form a 

youth board. In hindsight, the timing of our recruitment drive (coinciding with the peak of the 

Covid-19 pandemic), together with the sudden shift to remote working and online 

technology, undoubtedly will have had an impact on our ability to find volunteers. That said, 

there are lessons that we can learn from this going forward.  

Covid-19 also presented further practical challenges for this project. For instance, whilst we 

were able to carry out one (face-to-face) focus group with young deaf people in London, we 

had hoped to conduct several more. However, the closure of schools due to rising Covid 

cases in late 2020/early 2021 meant that we had to abandon plans on several occasions. 

Further, when schools did eventually reopen, this coincided with the summer holidays when 

students were away. On reflection, a hybrid approach – involving a mix of both in-person and 

online focus groups – might have proved more beneficial given the circumstances, and is 

something we will consider going forward. 

 

Methodology  

Given the challenges outlined above, we had to adapt our research approach substantially. 

Therefore, our findings are based on two research outputs: 

1. An online survey (with BSL translated questions/video clips) carried out over summer 

2021, and launched again in early 2022, which had a total of 55 responses2 

 

2. A focus group and workshop (carried out at Oak Lodge School, Balham, in July 

2021), with 4 participants 

 

As this is a pilot research project based on a small number of participants, the findings are 

only to be understood as providing a ‘snapshot’. In order to truly understand the needs and 

priorities of young deaf Londoners, a bigger piece of research is needed. Nevertheless, we 

hope that this small pilot study sheds light on at least some key themes and issues, which 

could form the basis of a more substantial research project. 

 

                                                            
2 All respondents were aged 16-25 and lived, worked or studied in London. The majority (82%) described 
themselves as a deaf BSL user; 23% as deaf oral; and 9% as hard of hearing. BSL was the preferred 
communication method of more than three-quarters of respondents 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nj0fkR5e1CE
https://www.partnershipforyounglondon.org.uk/
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Summary (click here for BSL) 

 

 Nearly half (48%) of respondents said there was not enough mental health 

and wellbeing support for young deaf people in London 

 

 More than 1 in 2 (59%) said they had experienced discrimination or abuse 

because they are deaf, when out and about in London 

 

 The majority (72%) felt that there were not enough accessible apprenticeship 

and training opportunities in London, whilst 80% said there were not enough 

accessible work opportunities for young deaf people 

 

 Three-quarters (76%) said London’s transport network was either inaccessible 

or only a bit accessible 

 

 Nearly half (48%) said they did not feel listened to by politicians 

 

 “Greater provision of BSL interpreters in London” was given as the biggest 

priority for the Mayor of London 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CW-jm9fy7Gk
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Health and wellbeing (click here for BSL) 

Health and wellbeing is always at the forefront of everyone’s mind, not least due to the 

current Covid-19 pandemic. Maintaining good physical and mental health, and wellbeing, is 

key to leading a healthy and happy life – a point which is particularly pertinent for deaf 

people, who are likely to experience significant inequalities when it comes to accessing 

healthcare.3 

Positively, our survey showed that when asked about their general health and wellbeing, 

young deaf people told us that their health was largely ‘good’ or ‘very good’ (78% of 

respondents described their health in this way). Perhaps unsurprisingly, two-thirds (68%) 

said that the pandemic had impacted on their health and wellbeing in some way (e.g. 

respondents cited outcomes such as a disruption to their education, and feeling isolated as a 

result of not understanding people wearing masks). 

When it came to the accessibility of London’s healthcare services (e.g. GP clinics, hospitals), 

more than a third (37%) of respondents said that these were only ‘a bit accessible’ for young 

deaf people. Furthermore, respondents were more likely to say that services were 

inaccessible (26%) than very accessible (15%). Moreover, nearly half (48%) felt there was 

not enough mental health and wellbeing support for young deaf people in London. 

Personal safety can also be a major concern for young people in London, generally, 

however 41% of respondents said they felt safe as a young deaf person living in London, 

whilst no respondents reported feeling unsafe. That being said, it is deeply alarming to note 

that more than half (59%) had experienced discrimination or abuse because they are 

deaf, when out and about in London (for example, individuals reported being mocked when 

signing in a shop, or being yelled at by someone wearing a face mask).  

 

 

 

 

                                                            
3 Sick of It (SignHealth, 2014): https://signhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/THE-HEALTH-OF-DEAF-
PEOPLE-IN-THE-UK-.pdf  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4gmQ3sOvQbk
https://signhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/THE-HEALTH-OF-DEAF-PEOPLE-IN-THE-UK-.pdf
https://signhealth.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/THE-HEALTH-OF-DEAF-PEOPLE-IN-THE-UK-.pdf
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Skills, education and employment (click here for BSL) 

As our previous research has shown, deaf people are particularly likely to encounter barriers 

when it comes to accessing skills and employment, and these inequalities are likely to be 

entrenched from an early age.4 These barriers include a lack of accessible careers advice in 

BSL, a lack of deaf awareness amongst employers and a lack of deaf role models at work. 

According to our survey of young deaf Londoners, it was encouraging to note that two-

thirds (67%) said they had received careers advice in BSL at school (compared to just 

24% in our previous employment survey, which included deaf people of all ages from across 

the country).5 However, it should be noted that some of our research participants were from 

schools/colleges where RAD currently delivers careers advice in BSL, and so this figure is 

unlikely to give a good reflection of the accessibility of careers advice for young deaf people, 

which we know anecdotally to be poor. 

Despite this, young deaf people were largely downbeat about the accessibility of training and 

employment opportunities in London. For example: 

 The majority (72%) felt that there were not enough accessible apprenticeship and 

training opportunities in London 

 

 Respondents overwhelmingly felt that there were not enough accessible work 

opportunities for them (80% felt this way) 

 

 67% felt that there were not enough accessible volunteering opportunities for them, 

whilst nearly half (46%) said they had never volunteered or taken part in 

voluntary work 

 

 The majority (60%) felt there was not enough support for young deaf people in 

London who were looking for work 

Positively, a majority (63%) of respondents were aware of the Government’s Access to 

Work scheme; however more than a third (37%) remained unaware. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
4 Deaf Advance: Deaf people, employment and career progression (RAD, 2021): 
https://www.royaldeaf.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/DeafAdvance-Report.pdf 
5 Deaf Advance 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5uXc7ifJVwQ
https://www.royaldeaf.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/DeafAdvance-Report.pdf
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Accessibility of services (click here for BSL) 

Many people take for granted their ability to access basic services, such as public transport, 

on a daily basis. However, for deaf people the ability to use such services is often fraught 

with difficulty (e.g. buses being re-routed suddenly, without an accompanying visual 

announcement for deaf passengers). 

According to our survey, the majority of respondents (72%) reported that, on a day-to-

day basis, London as a city was either ‘not accessible’ or only ‘a bit accessible’. 

Similarly, when asked about London’s transport network, three-quarters (76%) said that this 

was either ‘a bit accessible’ or ‘not accessible’. More than two-thirds (68%) said the same for 

London’s cultural venues (e.g. museums and art galleries). 

In our focus group, young deaf people also cited communication difficulties and a lack 

of deaf awareness as being barriers to accessing services, whilst one participant said 

that the Tube map was confusing.  

However, when asked what they liked most about London, participants frequently 

cited the city’s cultural attractions and sites, such as the London Eye, the Shard and 

sporting venues, as well as the benefit of being based in London for school and college trips. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pgd0dARxU_g
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Democracy and civic participation (click here for BSL) 

Feeling involved in a local community can give people a sense of purpose and belonging, 

whilst participating in local actions, initiatives or campaigns can help to empower and give 

people agency. 

As part of our survey we asked young deaf people to respond to a series of statements 

about their experiences of democracy and civic participation in London. In the main, the 

responses were not very positive. For instance: 

 There appeared to be somewhat a lack of political awareness amongst 

respondents (39% felt they did not know enough about politics in London, such as 

what the Mayor of London does and what the London Assembly is, whilst the same 

proportion did not know who their local MP was) 

 

 Nearly half (48%) said they did not feel listened to by politicians 

 

 More than half (56%) also felt there were not enough opportunities for young deaf 

people to get involved in local politics, campaigns and public events 

 

More encouragingly, however, 44% felt informed about what is going on in London, although 

a large proportion were ambivalent on this question.  

 

 

 

 

Priorities for the Mayor of London (click here for BSL) 

As part of our survey and focus group, we asked young deaf people what 3 issues 

they would like the Mayor of London to prioritise over the next four years, and why 

– imagining that they were creating a ‘mini manifesto’. 

A number of ideas and suggestions were put forward as ways of supporting young 

deaf Londoners. The top three ideas, in order of importance, were: 

 

1. Greater provision of BSL interpreters in London, especially for 

things like GP appointments and job interviews 

 

2. More accessible workplaces and job opportunities in London, 

which meet the communication needs of young deaf people 

 

3. More accessible education in London, including greater provision of 

deaf schools, more qualified Teachers of the Deaf (ToDs) and giving 

everyone the opportunity to learn basic BSL at school 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kWp58aQRAyI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sBqcPiX3W7s
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