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Titulo: Apoyos en ocio para personas con Trastorno de Espectro Autista:
Impacto de un Programa de Voluntariado y factores relacionados.
Resumen: La participacion social tiene efectos positivos en salud mental y
fisica, y puede tomarse como un indicador de calidad de vida. Sin embargo,
la participacion de personas con discapacidad en su comunidad es ain esca-
sa, especialmente para las personas con autismo. En este trabajo evaluamos
el grado de satisfaccion con un programa de voluntariado universitario diri-
gido a personas con autismo para apoyar actividades de ocio y tiempo libre
(APUNTATE).

Un total de 159 familias de usuarios y 230 voluntarios cumplimentaron un
cuestionario de satisfaccion que identificé las areas en las que el programa
tenfa mas impacto. Los resultados mostraron una alta satisfaccién general
tanto en usuarios como en voluntarios, aunque algunas caracteristicas per-
sonales de los usuarios generaron leves diferencias. Los aspectos mas valo-
rados fueron la organizacion del programa, la formacion y tutorizacion con-
tinua que se ofrecfa a los voluntarios. Otra caracteristica del programa, am-
pliamente valorada, fue la capacidad de éste de adaptar los apoyos a las ne-
cesidades individuales de usuatios y voluntatios.

Este trabajo pone de manifiesto que la universidad puablica puede imple-
mentar con éxito programas de apoyos para promover la participacion so-
cial. Estos programas pueden favorecen el desarrollo personal, favorecer el
cambio de actitudes hacia las personas con discapacidad y mejorar las pers-
pectivas de empleo de los estudiantes.

Palabras clave: Autismo; voluntariado; ocio y tiempo libre; evaluacién de
programas.

Abstract: Social participation has positive effects on mental and physical
health, and it can be taken as an indicator of quality of life. However, the
participation of people with disabilities in their communities is still scarce,
especially for people with autism.

The impact on individual satisfaction produced by a university volunteer
program (APUNTATE) aimed at supporting people with autism in leisure
activities was evaluated. A questionnaire of impact assessment, that identi-
fies those areas where the impact is greater, was completed by 159 families
of users and 230 volunteers.

Users and volunteers reported a very high level of satisfaction with the
program, but personal characteristics of users slightly influenced the scores.
The structured organization of the program, and the continued training
and support received by volunteers were the highest valued aspects. The
adaptation of supports to the individual needs of users and volunteers was
another relevant factor to explain the results.

The evaluation obtained shows that volunteering programs to promote the
participation of people with ASD can be successfully implemented in pub-
lic universities. These programs can increase the personal development, fa-
cilitate a change of attitude towards people with disabilities and can im-
prove future employment prospects of students.

Key words: Autism; volunteering; recreation and leisure; program evalua-
tion.

Introduction

Participating in social activities and contexts is crucial for
social and personal development. Being involved in formal
and informal activities with other people provides opportu-
nities to interact, to develop skills and to make new friends.
It also provides meaning and purpose to life (Law & King,
2000). Several studies show that participating in daily-life so-
cial activities, recreation and leisure has positive effects on
physical and mental health (Kolehmainen et al., 2011; Gon-
zalez & Extrema, 2010; Hilton, Crouch & Istrael, 2008; Law
& King, 2000; Tinsley & Eldredge, 1995). Consequently, the
level of involvement in these activities has been considered
an indicator of quality of life as well as a social right
(Schalock, 1996).

People with disabilities have few chances of accessing
community environments and participating in social activi-
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ties, which put them at risk of social exclusion (Cowart, Say-
lor, Dingle & Mainor, 2004; Hilton et al., 2008). When they
take part in a social activity, their interaction is mostly lim-
ited to a physical contact and can rarely be considered a true
social interaction (Hughes et al., 2002; Solish, Perry & Min-
nes, 2010). Children with a disability tend to be more passive
and to spend more time playing at home than their typically
developing peers (Geisthardt, Brotherson & Cook, 2002).
They are also more prone to practice activities alone
(Buttimer & Tierney, 2005; Orsmond, Krauss & Seltzar,
2004). Their lack of social involvement extends to adoles-
cence and to the adulthood, worsening with age (Newton &
Honer, 1993; Orsmond et al., 2004). Adolescents and adults
with disabilities go less frequently to cinema or shopping,
spend less time visiting their friends at home, and, in gen-
eral, are much less involved in their communities (Kampert
& Goreczny, 2007).

This reduced social participation seems to be the result
of personal and environmental factors. With regard to the
first ones, Law et al. (2004) studied 427 children with differ-
ent physical disabilities and a broad range of adaptive abili-
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ties, concluding that the level of participation was linked to
age, functional and communication abilities, autonomy, and
motor skills. Other studies also show that people with au-
tism spectrum disorders (hereinafter, ASD) are more socially
impaired than people with other disabilities and conditions
(Houchhaser & Engel-Yeger, 2010; Solish et al., 2010).

Hilton et al. (2008) found that people with ASD partici-
pate in formal social activities, although they are scarcely in-
volved in informal (leisure and physical) activities. Further-
more, as they grow older, the number of social activities be-
comes reduced. Such argument is consistent with the find-
ings of Orsmond et al. (2004) in a sample of adolescents and
adults with ASD. In this study, 46% of the participants failed
to report any relation with peers in either structured or in-
formal social contexts.

With regard to contextual factors, income has been
pointed out as one of the factors that most seriously restricts
social participation of people with disabilities (Law et al.,
2004). Attitudes have also been identified as important bar-
riers to participation in leisure activities (e.g. Fichten, Schip-
per & Cutler, 2005; Perry, Ivy, Conner & Shelar, 2008;
Phoenix, Miller & Schleien, 2002). However, interacting with
people with disabilities contributes to change attitudes.
Thus, Fichten et al. (2005) found that a continued contact
between students with and without disabilities within a vol-
unteer program reduced discomfort and it improved non-
disabled volunteers’ self-concept. “Keeping in touch” re-
duced their social distance and increased the probability that
people with disabilities were involved in future interactions.

According to the former results, recent studies have em-
phasized the need to develop programs especially designed
to provide disabled people with more opportunities of social
participation (Garcfa-Villamisar & Dattilo, 2010). However,
and specifically in the case of people with autism, volunteer
programs only seem to reduce the negative influence of con-
textual factors on social participation when they fulfill two
conditions (Fitchen et al.,, 2005): (1) they provide a contin-
ued period of contact, and (2) the person with autism is pre-
pared to anticipate possible difficulties. These programs also
represent an opportunity for people with low income to ac-
cess to some specific contexts and activities. However, at
present, in many countries such as Spain, the offer of this
kind of services is still scarce (Belinchén, 2001; Belinchén,
Hernandez & Sotillo, 2008).

Over the last years, it has been observed an increase of
volunteer programs, particularly of volunteer programs that
encourage social participation of people with disabilities. A
closer examination of the effects of these programs reveals
that not only they benefit the users of the service, but also
the volunteers and the extended community get some bene-
fits. Post & Neimark (2007), for example, reported that the
participation in a volunteer program had a positive impact
on happiness, mood, self-esteem, social skills and contacts,
and mental health. Yates (1995) (cited in Phoenix, Miller &
Schleien, 2002) concluded that volunteering in the youth
helps to establish a social connection with other people, to
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develop a moral and political consciousness, and to perceive
that every person can influence the society. Volunteering al-
so develops social and personal responsibility (Moore & Al-
len, 1996). Similarly, Phoenix et al. (2002) referred to the
adoption of a philosophy of inclusion as a consequence of
volunteering.

Many of these programs offer relatively unstructured or
unstable services, and the evaluation of their effects and
quality of service is scarce or non-existent. (i.e. Wardell,
Lishman & Whalley, 2000). There are nevertheless some
highly structured and regulated programs where volunteer
recruitment, training, support and evaluation are carefully
carried out. Those programs may consume a greater amount
of resources, particularly during the initiation and training
periods. However, their volunteers show an intrinsic motiva-
tion, since they expect to acquire new abilities, and they are
more prone to commitment. This seems to indicate that the
quality of the voluntary work is far more effective when it is
structured and well organized, although it inevitably entails
greater costs for the organization.

Universities can provide potentially ideal settings to or-
ganize structured, low cost and efficient volunteering pro-
grams, inasmuch as (a) universities receive every year groups
of young people with high motivation for training, (b) uni-
versities are primarily aimed to teaching and research, alt-
hough they also aspire to promote social change, (c) stu-
dents rotation or continued evaluation are not considered as
disadvantages, since both are inherent to the standard func-
tioning of universities, and, (d) universities can develop inte-
grated programs of training, research, and social action.

In this study we will analyze the perceived impact! and
satisfaction of participants with the Program for University Sup-
ports for people with Autism Spectrum Disorders (APUNTATE,
in its Spanish acronym). It is our aim to illustrate how a sat-
isfactory volunteering program to support leisure activities
for people with ASD can be implemented in public universi-
ties. We will compare the perceived impact of this program
by users taking into account some personal and contextual
variables that could influence on social participation. We
considered that a support may be adequate when it is per-
son-centered, that is: it is individualized, ecological and
based on personal choices and preferences.

APUNTATE provided individualized support for people
with ASD of different ages during their leisure time, in their
usual environments. The program was initiated at the Uni-
versidad Auténoma de Madrid in 2001, being later offered in
other four Spanish public universities (Zaragoza, Sevilla,
Burgos and Mdlaga)? until 2011.

Up to now, a total of 1202 people with ASD and 1416
university students have participated in APUNTATE. Brief-
ly described, the program runs through five stages in each
academic year: (1) publicity of the program amongst universi-

!'The term “impact” is used here to refer to the effect, generally positive,
that an activity or program is on the condition of person after a period of
practice
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ties and families, (2) selection and recruitment of families and
volunteers, (3) volunteer zraining, (4) provision of individual-
ized supports, and (5) program evaluation by all the participants
(users with ASD, families, volunteers, and managers of the
program). Each volunteer was assigned to a person with
ASD and provides to him/her four hours per week of sup-
port during leisure. The activities volunteers and users with
ASD did together were based on the users’ preferences and
choices and were developed in the community. Volunteers
received, in addition to initial training, individualized support
along the program by a counselor (called “mentor”) with
larger experience in the field.

All actions planned for each phase of the program were
highly structured and supervised, in order to ensure coordi-
nation amongst the five participating universities. At the end
of year, volunteers received an academic accreditation for
the training received.

In this study we analyze the perceived impact and satis-
faction of participant families and volunteers with the pro-
gram APUNTATE, as well as the relationship between these
measures and some personal and contextual factors. Data
for this study were collected during the academic year
2009/2010.

As a general hypothesis, we maintain that providing an
adequate support for leisure to people with ASD may have a

Table 1. Characteristics of Participants with ASD.
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global positive impact regardless personal factors like age,
communicative abilities or behavioral flexibility. However,
differences attributable to some personal and/or contextual
factors may be obtained if impact is assessed more in depth.

Method

Participants

All participants (185 families, 290 volunteers) were in-
formed about the research project and invited to participate.
Only data from those participants who agreed to be in-
volved were considered.

Participant families. Families of 159 individuals with a di-
agnosis of ASD aged 3 to 43 (M = 11.98, §D = 8.59) an-
swered the questionnaire. Male to female ratio was 4.3:1, and
48% participated in the program for the first time.

In order to facilitate data analysis, the sample was first
divided into three age groups (3 to 7, 8 to 12, and over 12
years), and then classified into three variables considered as
relevant to social participation in previous studies: partici-
pants’ communicative abilities, level of flexibility, and the
recreational resources available in their communities? (see

Table 1).

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Total
(3-7 years)  (8-12 years) (13-43 years)

Level of Communication. ” % ” % ” % n %
Level 1. Does not use words, but makes him/herself understood, i.e. by gestutes. 17 38 18 40 10 22 45 30
Level 2. Uses isolated or combinations of words. 27 50 15 28 12 22 54 35
Level 3. Uses oral language, can maintain conversations. 13 25 15 28 25 47 53 35
Level of Flexibility. 7 % 7 % " % n %
Level 1. Motor stereotypes that interfere with his/her daily activities. 9 36 6 24 10 40 25 17
Level 2. Great resistance to change, gets annoyed if his/her routines or rituals are

changed. 13 41 10 31 9 28 32 21
Level 3. Prefers to do things in the same way, but activity can be rerouted with relative

ease. 26 40 19 30 19 30 64 43
Level 4. Certain specific interests but accepts routines change. 28 12 41 9 31 29 19
Level of Recreational resources. % 7 % 7 % n %
Level 1. Lack of resources. 6 32 7 37 6 31 19 12
Level 2. Some, but scarce, resources. 32 38 28 33 24 29 84 55
Level 3. Sufficient resources. 14 47 10 33 6 20 30 20
Level 4. Varied offer of resources. 6 38 3 31 11 31 20 13

Table 2. Coutses in which participants majored.

Studies. n %o

Psychology. 89 387
Teaching. 60 26.0
Education/ Educational Psychology. 12 5.2
Occupational Therapy. 12 5.2
Community Education. 15 6.5
Social Inclusion. 13 5.7
Social Wotk/Physiotherapy/Speech Therapy. 9 3.9
Others. 13 5.7
Unknown. 7 3.0
Total 230 999

Volunteers. 230 university or higher-education students
answered the questionnaire, being 205 (89%) females and 25
males. Their distribution by degrees is presented in Table 2.

Demographic details were also collected, including gen-
der and their main motivations to participate.

2 APUNTATE was sponsored by Obra Social de Caja Madrid and the par-
ticipating universities, being free of charge for both users and volunteers.
More information about the program itself can be found in Belinchén &
Murillo (2006).
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Instruments

Two questionnaires/ (families and volunteers) were
elaborated for this study based on the Volunteering Impact As-
sessment Toolkit (Institute for Volunteering Research, 2004).
This questionnaire was originally designed to measure the
impact of programs in five domains or Capitals (Physical, Eco-
nomic, Human, Social and Cultural), as well as to assess both
their expected and unexpected effects.

In our study, only four capitals were assessed: Physical
Capital refers to effects on health or wellness; Economic Capi-
tal describes the financial and economic profits obtained
from participating in the program; Human Capital relates to
the acquisition of skills and personal development; finally,
Social Capital refers to creating a more cohesive community,
and helping to increase mutual understanding. Although not
originally designed for people with ASD, the Volunteering Im-
pact Assessment Toolkit yields a componential vision of the ef-
fects, or henceforth “impact”, which seemed to us especially
suitable to the aims of this study, since social participation
can affect to a variety of dimensions of the quality of life
(emotional, well-being, interpersonal relations, etc.) (see
Schalock, 1996). In addition, the questionnaire fits the great
heterogeneity of participants in our program (users with
ASD of different ages, levels of ability, difficulties and re-
sources, as well as volunteers of different ages, degrees, uni-
versities, and geographical regions).

Questionnaire for Families. The APUNTATE Impact Ques-
tionnaire for Families of People with ASD has two sections. The
first one anonymously collects personal information (gender,
age, communication abilities and behavioral flexibility), as
well as data of a contextual factor (recreational resources in
the community). The second section includes 38 items (see
Table 3): Physical Capital, 12 items, (e.g. “level of satisfaction
with amount of support”), Economic Capital, 3 items, (e.g.
“this volunteering has supported direct or indirectly your
family economy”); Human Capital, 12 items, (e.g. “capacity of
users to express preferences and choices”); and Social Capital,
11 items, (e.g. “opportunities for your child to relate to other
people”). Each item was scored within a five-point Likert
scale, according to the degree of satisfaction or change per-
ceived, ranging from 1 as “not satisfied” to 5 as “very satis-
fied”. The questionnaire also includes an item related to
general satisfaction with the program, graded from 1 to 4.

Questionnaire for Volunteers. The APUNTATE Impact Ques-
tionnaire for Volunteers has also two sections. The first one
anonymously collects personal information including degree
and motivation to enroll in the volunteer program. The se-
cond part includes 47 items, graded 1 to 5, and grouped ac-
cording to the same domains as in the questionnaire for us-
ers (see Table 4): Physical Capital, 12 items, (e.g. “level of sat-
isfaction with support received by mentors and the rest of
the team”); Human Capital, 11 items, (e.g. “personal devel-

opment”, “perception that their personal performance had a
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positive effect on others”), Economic Capital, 12 items, (e.g.
“opportunity to access free training”, “benefit for future ca-
reer”), and Social Capital, 12 items, (e.g. “feeling of participat-
ing in the community”). Once again, an overall satisfaction
item graded 1 to 4 was included.

Procedure

Questionnaires were distributed at the end of the aca-
demic year either through e-mail or via personal distribution.
Questionnaires for users were completed by their parents or
tutors.

Results
Families

Overall satisfaction and profile of impact. The overall
satisfaction with the program was high for 92.2% of the
families. The high rating of the program was also reflected in
the small percentages of /itle/no satisfaction tesponses to
items (8.9%). Data by capitals and items (Table 3) reveal
higher mean scores in Physical and Economic Capitals.

Item-by-item analysis. The “quality of service” and the
“access to service” were the most highly rated items. A one-
way repeated measures ANOVA showed a significant effect
of the Type of Capital [F (3, 228) = 27.77, p < .001]. T-test
comparisons using the Bonferroni correction showed signif-
icant differences (p < .001) between Physical (M = 4.1, SD =
.52) and Social Capitals (M = 3.8, SD = .44), as well as be-
tween Economic (M = 4.1, SD = .82) and Social Capitals (M =
3.8, §D = .44). Significant differences (p < .001) were found
between Human Capital (M = 3.6, SD = .51) and all the oth-
ers types of Capital: Physical (M = 4.1, SD = .52), Economic
M = 4.1, SD = .82) and Social (M = 3.8, SD = .44). Differ-
ences between Physical and Economic Capital were not signifi-
cant.

The impact perceived was rated as high or very high by at
least 70% of families in 17 out of the 38 items in the ques-
tionnaire (Table 3). Results were particularly positive in the
case of “quality of service” (90.6% reported being zery or
quite satisfied). That supports were provided 7z the everyday
context of the person with ASD and that they were individ-
ualized was especially valued. Families also highlighted the
economic aspects, in the sense that they would not have
been able to pay for such a service. An increase in the motiva-
tion of family to participate in support programs for people with au-
tism/disabilities was observed. This was also the case for the
motivation of users to perform and enjoy activities outdoors,
the increase of opportunities to interact, and the trust on volun-
teer programs. Negative results were only found in relation
to the znterest of families to participate in other community activities.



Supporting people with Autism Spectrum Disorders in leisure time: Impact of an University 1 olunteer Program, and related factors

Table 3. Impact Perceived by Families of Users.

149

Please indicate, by ticking the appropriate box, how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. Veery high/ quite A bit Little/ No
agreenent
A) Help received from the volunteer. 80.9% 15.3% 3.8%
A1) The help received from the volunteer increases the user’s leisure activities. 79.7% 11.4% 8.9%
®  A2) The services received are not available from other organizations. 70.8% 18.1% 11.1%
.§-< A3) If the services stopped, it would be a loss of opportunities. 84.4% 13.0% 26.6%
2 B) Quality of the service offered by APUNTATE. 90.6% 6.9% 2.5%
.§ B1) The volunteer’s training and continued supervision improve the quality of the services. 80.3% 14.6% 5.1%
2. B2) A positive value of the APUNTATE is the offer of support within the everyday context. 95.5% 3.9% 0.6%
5 B3) The quality of services improvement is due to the individualization of support. 92.3% 4.5% 3.2%
C) Level of innovation and creativity to adapt to the user’s needs. 79.2% 15.1% 5.7%
C1) The services search for new ways of adaptation to the user’s needs. 72.4% 24.4% 3.2%
C2) Volunteers make their services fresh and interesting all the time. 80.3% 14.0% 5.7%
C3) The services promote the uset’s active participation, and to express his/her opinion about the program. 62.8% 33.8% 3.4%
Please indicate if the following characteristics have increased or not as a result of receiving the voluntary help from this Greatly [ quite A bit  Little/No
organisation. increase
A) Personal development. 56.3% 43.7% 0%
A1) The user’s sense of self-esteem. 45.1% 54.2% 0.7%
= A2) The user’s capacity to express preferences. 59.2% 40.8% 0%
2 A3) The user’s motivation to do new things. 61.8% 38.2% 0%
S B) The user’s general abilities. 55.7% 44.3% 0%
g B1) The user’s abilities to communicate with other people. 53.2% 46.2% 0.6%
g B2) The user’s social abilities. 55.4% 43.9% 0.6%
T B3) The user’s daily life abilities. 31.8% 68.2% 0%
C) The user’s general health and wellness. 46.2% 53.2% 0.6%
C1) The user’s physical health and wellness. 39.2% 60.1% 0.7%
C2) The user’s mental and emotional health. 59.2% 40.8% 0%
C3) The user’s physical condition. 35.9% 64.1% 0%
“é’ = Pilease indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements. Very high/ quite A bit ~ Little/ No
IR agreenment
g § A.  If I had to pay for the services, I would not be able to afford them. 81.3% 14.7% 4.0%
@~ B. The volunteer’s help meant a direct or indirect support to the family’s economy. 58.4% 34.2% 7.4%
Pilease indicate if the following characteristics have increased or not as a result of receiving the voluntary help from this Greatly | quite Abit Little/ No
organisation. increase
A) The user’s Access to new social relationships. 62.8% 37.2% 0%
A1) The user’s opportunities to interact with other people. 73.2% 26.8% 0%
= A2) The user’s access to new contacts and networks that can give support and information. 55.8% 44.2% 0%
&, A3) The user’s Access to new social relationships and friends. 58.7% 41.3% 0%
S B) The user’s trust on other people. 66.0% 34.0% 0%
= Bl) The user’s trust on social or volunteer programs. 77.4% 21.9% 0.6%
'g B2) The user’s willingness to get involved in programs of support for people with disabilities or autism. 54.8% 45.2% 0%
@ B3) Your family willingness to participate in programs of support for people with disabilities or autism. 80.6% 18.1% 1.3%
C) The user’s participation in local activities. 47.7% 51.7% 0.7%
C1) The user’s motivation to take part in activities out of the family. 72.7% 27.3% 0%
C2) The user’s enjoyment of activities out of the family. 72.1% 27.3% 0.6%
C3) Your family’s interest in your son’s/daughtet’s participation in local activities. 18.8% 53.2% 27.9%

Influence of personal variables. We conducted an
ANOVA with three factors (age group, communication
skills and behavioral flexibility) in order to explore the po-
tential effects of these factors on general satisfaction ex-
pressed with the program. Group age and communication
skills had three levels; behavioral flexibility had four levels
according to the classification shown in Table 1. Both com-
municative and flexibility levels are based on the Autistic
Spectrum Inventory (Riviere, 1997). In flexibility, we have
kept the four original levels of the Inventory, but in com-
munication we have combined levels 3 and 4 due to the lack
of users with conversational abilities in our sample. Results
show no main effect of age, flexibility or communication
skills on uset’s satisfaction. However, a significant interac-
tion was found between behavioral flexibility and age group
(F (6,113) = 2.347; p = .036). Pairwise comparisons using

Bonferroni correction showed that the families of users in
the level 2 of behavioral flexibility (great resistance to
change) were less satisfied with the program when they be-
long to the older group than when they belong to either the
younger group (2.83 vs. 3.60; p = .044) or to the middle one
(2.83 vs. 3.68; p = .028). That means that families of adoles-
cents and adults with great problems dealing with change are
satisfied with the program, but less than families of younger
participants with a similar behavioral inflexibility.

Age. As mentioned eatlier, we found no differences on
general satisfaction among age groups. However, we com-
pared the impact perceived in every area of each Capital, in
order to assess those differences between age groups in
which specific aspects could be considered as improved due
to the program effect. We compared the global items (A, B
and C) of each Capital using a one-way ANOVA. When dif-
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ferences in the global item were found, we compared the
rest of the items of the area using the same method. We
found no differences between age groups on items regarding
Physical, Economic or Social Capital. However, considering
the global items of Human Capital, an interaction effect be-
tween those items and the age group was found. Results
showed differences between age groups on the global item
regarding personal development (F (2,154) = 3.098; p = .048).
Families of users in the youngest group report a higher con-
tribution of the program to their personal development than
the families of the oldest group (M = 2.68, SD = .468 vs. M
=245, §D = .50; p = .048). Taking into account the specific
items of this area, we found an age group effect on the sense
of self-esteem of users [F (2,146) = 3.190; p = .044], being
greater the increase on sense of self-esteem on youngest us-
ers group that on oldest one (M = 2.571, SD = .499 vs. M =
2.326, SD = .518; p = .047). No significant differences were
found between age groups on the item regarding the im-
provement on he user’s capacity to express preferences, but results
showed a significant effect of age group on the item regard-
ing the user’s motivation to do new things [(F(1, 150)= 5,449; p =
.005]. As it was observed for self-esteem, the wotivation to do
new things increases more, due to the program effect, on the
youngest group than in the oldest group (M = 2.771, §D =
A23 vs. M = 2.468, SD = .504; p = .004). We also found dif-
ferences between age groups on global item concerning the
change on wser’s general abilities. The program seems to have a
greater effect on general abilities of users from the youngest
group than on users belonging to the middle group (M =
3.964, D =.686 vs. M=3.531, SD = .581; p = .002) or to the
oldest group (M=3.964, §D = .686 vs. M=3.49, §D = .618;
p<.001). Focusing on specific items of this area, results
showed a significant effect of age group on item regarding
the wuser’ daily life activities [F(2,150)= 6.666; p = .002]. These
activities, in the youngest group, seem to have changed more
than in the users of the middle group (M = 2.482, §D = .504
vs. M = 2.224, §D = 421; p = .011) or the oldest group (M
= 2482, 5D = 504 vs. M = 2.195, D = .401; p = .004). Fi-
nally, no differences were found between age groups on
global item regarding the user’s general health and wellness.

Communication abilities. As mentioned eatlier, no signifi-
cant differences were found on overall satisfaction with the
program related to this variable. We conducted one-way
ANOVAs to analyze the differences on global items of each
Capital related to users’ communication abilities. No signifi-
cant effects of communication abilities on the global items
scores were found.

Bebavioral flexibility. We conducted the same analysis of
global items of each Capital considering behavioral flexibil-
ity. Results showed a significant effect of behavioral flexibil-
ity on the perception of the help received from the volunteer
[F(3,148)= 3.273; p = .023]. Families of users on level 2 of
behavioral flexibility showed less satisfied with the help re-
ceived that families of users on level 3, that is, with less
problems dealing with change (M = 2.625, SD = .659 vs. M
= 2.90 §D = .295; p=.0606). The analysis of specific items of
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this area showed no differences related to behavioral flexibil-
ity regarding the increase of leisure activities ot in the availability of
other resources from other organizations. However, we found
marked differences on the item referring to the /oss of oppor-
tunities if the service stopped |F (3,145) = 6.369; p < .001]. On
this item, results showed a difference between the users on
level 4 (with more behavioral flexibility) and the rest of us-
ers. That means that the service provides more opportunities
to users on level 1 that to users on level 4 (M = 2.885, §D
=.325 vs. M = 2.516, SD = .676; p = .010), and this pattern
is repeated for users on level 2 (M = 2.833, §D =.461 vs.
M=2.516, §D = .676; p = .029) and level 3 (M = 2.919, §D
=.274 vs. M=2.516, §D =.676; p < .001). There were no sig-
nificant differences on global items concerning Human,
Economic and Social Capitals related to behavioral flexibil-
ity.

Influence of contextual variables: Recreational re-
sources available in the community. We conducted a
one-way ANOVA taking the resources available in the
community as factor and the general satisfaction with the
program as dependent variable. Results showed that differ-
ences on satisfaction with the program related to resources
availability in the community does not reach the statistical
significance, showing only a marginal probability [F (3, 152)
=2.229; p = .087].

Considering the global items of each Capital, on Physical
Capital we found differences related to resources availability
on global item regarding level of innovation and creativity to adapt
to the user’s needs [F(3,153)= 3.821; p = .011]. Families of users
with some resources in their community (Level 2) are more
satisfied with this aspect than families of users who lack re-
sources in their environment (Level 1), but these differences
does not reach the statistical significance and only show a
marginal probability (M = 2.785, SD = .516 vs. M = 2.368,
SD =.830). This is the case too for families of users with
sufficient resources available in theit community (Level 3)
(M = 2.848, SD = .364 vs. M = 2.368, SD = .830). The inno-
vation to adapt to the user’s needs seems to be easier, and to have
a more positive effect, when there are some resources in the
environment. This adaptation is not necessary when there is
a great vatiety of resources (Level 4), but cannot be possible
when there are no resources at all (Level 1).

Regarding global items of Human, Economic or Social
Capitals, no significant differences were found.

Volunteers

Motivation. The main reason stated by the volunteers to
enroll in this program was helping others in a 70% (# = 98)
of cases. The remaining 30% stated they were enrolled to
improve their own training.

Overall satisfaction and profile of impact. The overall
satisfaction with the program reported by volunteers was very
high for 50.9% of them and quwite high for 43.9%. Only 4.3%
responded they were /ttle satisfied and 0.9% that they were not
satisfied. Therefore, overall positive satisfaction can be said to
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represent 94.8%. A one-way repeated measures ANOVA
was conducted that showed a significant effect of the #pe of
Capital [F (3, 183) = 7.65; p < 0.001]. T-test comparisons us-
ing the Bonferroni correction showed significant differences
(p = 0.001) between Physical (M = 4.2, SD = 0.54) and Social
Capitals (M = 3.9, SD = 0.46) and Physical (M = 4.2, SD =
0.54) and Human Capitals (M = 3.9, SD = 0.54).
Item-by-item analysis. The impact expressed by volun-
teers on individual items was rated as high or very high by at
least 70% of users in 34 out of the 38 items in the question-
naire (see Table 4). In Physical Capital, 93.0% of volunteers
were very satisfied or fairly satisfied with “access to training”,
“amount of information” (88.3%), “quality of information”
(89.1%), “support received” by the team (90.4%), and the

Table 4. Impact Perceived by Volunteers.

“knowledge of the volunteer’s aims” by users (93.0%). With
respect to Human Capital, volunteers recognized an increase
in their “personal development” (89.2%), “feelings of being
contributing to social improvement” (94.0%) and “percep-
tion that their personal performance had a positive effect on
others” (95.2%). Concerning Economic Capital, the “lack of
cost” (89.9%), “benefit” for future career (90.7%), and in-
formation about different routes to “professional develop-
ment” (93.4%) were rated highly. Finally, in Socal/ Capital,
they recognized an increase in their “interest to participate in
activities” related to disabilities/autism (88.6%), the “feeling
of participating in the community” (85.9%) and “motivation
to help others” (82.4%)).

Physical Capital

Human Capital

Economic Capital

Please indicate, by ticking the appropriate box, how satisfied you are the following A lot/ quite A bit  Little/ No
satisfied
A) Training. 93.0% 4.4% 2.6%
A1) The information received to provide support to people with ASD. 88.3% 7.8% 3.9%
A2) The accreditation for the services given. 86.5% 10.3% 3.1%
A3) The quality of training. 89.1% 7.9% 3.1%
B) Access to events or social activities (with other volunteers, members of the team, users 70.0% 22.9% 7.0%
or families).
B1) The number of activities offered. 78.6% 17.0% 4.4%
B2) The number of people attending to the events. 47.8% 43.5% 8.7%
B3) The utility of these activities. 80.3% 16.2% 3.5%
C) Support received during the volunteering period (by the mentor, other members of the 90.4% 5.2% 4.4%
team, etc.).
C1) The support continuity during the volunteering period. 88.3% 6.1% 5.7%
C2) The recognition of the contribution as a volunteer. 84.8% 9.6% 5.7%
C3) The information received about volunteering goals and activities. 93.0% 4.8% 2.2%
Please indicate if the following characteristics have increased or not as a result of receiving the voluntary help from — Greatly [ quite Abit  Little/ No
this organisation increase
A) Personal development. 89.2% 9.6% 1.2%
A1) The sense of being contributing to social improvement. 94.0% 6.0% 0%
A2) Perception that the own actions having a positive effect on other people. 95.2% 4.8% 0%
A3) The willingness to try new things. 87.7% 9.9% 2.5%
B) Personal abilities.
B1) The ability to organize my time. 57.8% 39.8% 2.4%
B2) The ability to communicate with others. 73.5% 26.5% 0%
B3) The ability to work with others. 48.2% 51.8% 0%
C) Health and wellness. 43.2% 55.6% 1.2%
C1) The physical health. 29.3% 68.3% 2.4%
C2) The emotional wellness. 65.1% 34.9% 0%
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following statements Very bigh/ quite A bit  Little/ No
Agreement
A) APUNTATE coverts volunteers’ transport and accidents insurance during the vol- 76.1% 15.0% 8.8%
unteering period.
A1) The transport expenses are efficiently reimbursed. 58.5% 30.8% 10.7%
A2) I benefit from insurance offered free by the program. 75.7% 22.1% 2.2%
A3) I do not have much expenses from volunteering. 72.1% 17.0% 10.9%
B) I receive training at no cost. 89.9% 7.0% 3.1%
B1) I receive training by experts. 79.6% 15.9% 4.4%
B2) I have access to different types of training (training courses, workshops, visits...). 89.3% 8.0% 2.7%
B3) I receive specific training to carry out my volunteering work. 79.3% 15.9% 4.8%
C) My volunteering could help me to improve my professional prospects. 90.7% 7.5% 1.8%
C1) Volunteering could help me to find out different ways of professional development. 93.4% 4.8% 1.8%
C2) Volunteering could help me to find a job or to make work connections. 71.6% 24.5% 3.9%
C3) Volunteering could help me to increase my income. 24.7% 51.1% 24.7%
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Social Capital

DPlease indicate if the following characteristics have increased or not as a result of receiving the voluntary belp from — Greatly [ quite Abit Little/ No
this organisation increase
A) Access to new social contacts and networks. 68.6% 31.4% 0%
A1) New friends 65.4% 34.2% 0.4%
A2) Contacts and networks that can give me support and information. 79.5% 20.5% 0%
A3) The access to new professional networks. 54.6% 45.4% 0%
B) Sense of trust in others. 56.4% 42.7% 9%
B1) My trust in voluntary organizations. 75.4% 19.7% 4.8%
B2) My willingness to look out for other people. 82.4% 15.4% 2.2%
B3) My sense of being part of the community and not being alone. 79.9% 18.3% 1.7%
C) Participation in local activities. 76.8% 20.6% 2.6%
C1) My willingness to get involved in volunteer programs. 74.8% 20.8% 4.4%
C2) My willingness to get involved in activities with people with disabilities or autism. 88.6% 9.2% 2.2%
C3) My sense of participating in the community through my work as volunteer. 85.9% 13.2% 0.9%

Influence of personal variables. We analyzed the rela-
tionship between satisfaction and impact of this program
and two personal variables of volunteers: “type of degree”
(Degrees related to Psychology, Education, Social Work and
similar vs. Other Studies), and “motivation to participate in
the program” (Helping Others or Improving Training). No
significant differences were obtained in relation to degree
neither in the reported main motivation, probably because
the group of volunteers was relatively homogeneous on both
these variables.

Discussion

The study reported here focuses on the issue of the impact
perceived by families of people with ASD and university
students after participating in a university program aimed at
accompanying people with ASD in leisure activities
(APUNTATE program). The study examines personal and
contextual factors that, according to previous studies, can in-
fluence the perception of this impact, both when measuring
the "overall satisfaction" of participants and when analyzing
separately the impact on so-called "Physical, Human, Eco-
nomic and Social Capitals" -Institute for Volunteering Re-
search, 2004).

The APUNTATE program has been positively evaluated
by its participants (92.5% of families of users and 94.8% of
volunteers reported a very high or quite high overall satisfaction
with the program). This high level of satisfaction has shown
to be independent of the users with ASD’s conditions (age,
level of communicative competence, behavioral flexibility,
and/or the leisure resources available in the community), as
well as of the degree and main motivation to participate in
the program of volunteers.

Consistently with previous studies (Moore & Allen,
1996; Phoenix et al., 2002; Fichten et al., 2005; Post &
Neimark, 2007), our results allow us to conclude that the
participation in this program has a very positive impact on
both the professional prospects of volunteers and on their
personal development. The excellent evaluation obtained,
confirms the intrinsic value of providing opportunities to
participate in social activities, and could be taken as evidence
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of possible benefits of future programs intended to promote
the participation of people with ASD (Belinch6n, Hernan-
dez & Sotillo, 2008; Garcia-Villamar & Dattilo, 2010).
Although it is not immediately obvious, part of the bene-
fits perceived by the participant families are due to the indi-
vidualized and naturalistic character of supports provided to
users, as well as to the continuous training and support of-
fered to volunteers. The adaptation to the users’ individual needs,
the fact that the accompaniment is carried ont in every-day life con-
texts, and the wvolunteers’ training and supervision have been
proved to be especially important for families. On their side,
volunteers valued most the #raining contents and its quality, the
continnous supervision, and the accreditation that the Program of-
fered them. All these factors, together with the lack of cost
for both users and volunteers, could explain the high levels
of satisfaction obtained.
Families of users with ASD perceived that carrying out so-
cial activities accompanied by volunteers had a very positive
effect on the personal development of their sons and pupils,
helping them to acquired new skills (i.e., daily life skills, in-
teraction with other people, motivation to involve in activi-
ties outdoors, etc.). This high /fve/ of satisfaction with the Pro-
grant’s effects on these abilities was mainly perceived by the group
of families of the youngest users, what is congruent with
previous studies that found that age can negatively affect so-
cial participation (Newton & Honer, 1993; Orsmond et al,,
2004; Kampert & Goreczny, 2007), and that a high percent-
age of adolescents and adults with ASD have no friendly re-
lations with peers (Orsmond et al., 2004). ). Specific studies
with adolescents and adults are needed to exam this negative
trend. Badia, Orgaz, Verdugo, Ullan & Martinez (2011) ana-
lyzed the influence of individual and environmental factors
on the participation of youngsters and adults with develop-
mental disabilities (people with Intellectual Disabilities and
Cerebral Palsy) in leisure activities. They found that partici-
pation in social activities is more closely related to perceived
barriers that to disability-related factors. In this vein, it is
important to catrry out studies with adolescents and adults
with ASD. Besides, recently, Carter, Hatrvey, Taylor & Go-
tham (2013) are highlighting the promotion of a successful
transition to community participation from educative con-
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texts. They consider that students with ASD are leaving high
school without the preparation and connections needed to
engage meaningfully in their communities Programs like
APUNTATE can help to promote this transition.

The improvement of the ability of users to actively par-
ticipate by expressing their preferences and choices was also
valued very positively. This result is of especial relevance,
not only because it appears as related to an improvement in
the level of communication abilities of users, but because it
is one of the definition dimensions of current models of
Quality of Life (Schalock, 1996).

Another interesting aspect that emerges from results ob-
tained concerns the need to develop creative ways to pro-
mote social participations of people with an important be-
havioral inflexibility. Such a finding may be reflecting that
communities are yet not prepared to offer resources for par-
ticipation to people with major needs of support as people
with ASD. Families have had repeated experiences of failure
in social settings and the Program offers individualized sup-
port, well adapted to their needs, that gets to stimulate the
participation within the familiar context. However, this ef-
fect it is not generalized to other settings.

On their hand, the high levels of satisfaction declared by
the volunteers seem to be related to the close match be-
tween their motivations and the activities offered by
APUNTATE. Most of the volunteers were majoring in
courses related to Psychology, Education or attention to
people with special needs (91.2%), being their main motiva-
tions (independently of their studies) to help others (70%) or
to acquire extra training (30%). Moreover, according to
Wardell et al. (2000), a highly structured organization, a rig-
orous process of selection, and the provision of continued
training, support and supervision to volunteers, are the char-
acteristics of the programs that better satisfy the goals of
volunteers, being all of them characteristics that APUN-
TATE fulfilled.

The results of this study cleatly suggest that the success

and efficacy of volunteering programs supporting to leisure
of people with ASD depend on several factors related both
to the design of supports provided, and the structure of the
Program itself.
First, the quality of the supports provided is of paramount
importance to satisfy the users’ expectations. They are better
valued when (a) they are individualized, (that means, adapted
to the users’ personal conditions and needs); (b) they are
catried out in their daily community environment; (c) they
contribute to an improvement on skills, and (d) they enable
the users to exercise their rights of self-determination and
participation.

Second, the impact perceived by the volunteers is highly
attached to the level of organization of the program, being
the most valuable that (a) the program provides training and
continued support, (b) the program facilitates an extended
contact with people with ASD and their environment, (c)
the program offers the opportunity to learn to anticipate
and adequately respond (in technical terms, but also in terms

of the ethics and attitudes) to the needs and preferences of
people they provide support to, and (d) the participation in
the program of students is formally and informally recog-
nized, what improves their employment prospects.

The volunteers also perceived that their participation in
APUNTATE had a very high impact on their personal de-
velopment and skills (mainly on social and communication
skills), on their career development (gaining experience and
benefiting their employment prospects), and on the percep-
tion of their social contribution (feeling that they are active ele-
ments of social change, transforming and improving their community).
These perceptions also resulted in a change of attitudes that
could be extended to the local community and other disabili-
ties. Previous data (Belinchén, Hendndez & Sotillo, 2008)
showed that, after participating in the program, volunteers
diminished the negative stereotypes towards disability in
general (and particularly towards ASD), increase the recogni-
tion of their social rights (a dimension also included in the
Quality of Life model), and wanted to lead the society to a
more inclusive philosophy.

Finally, the positive evaluation received points out to the
convenience of keeping leisure programs apart from thera-
peutic interventions, as well as to the importance of focusing
on individual needs rather than on the family requirements
for respite. These aspects should be taken into account
when organizing programs aimed to increase the social par-
ticipation of people with ASD and other disabilities.

Conclusions

The organizations responsible for volunteer programs can
benefit enormously from assessing in depth the impact of
their activity, as has been previously shown by other studies
(Esmond & Dunlop, 2004) and our own results also show.
Specific assessment tools such as the Volunteering Impact As-
sessment Toolkit used in this study, that allow to identify the
areas where the impact of the program is greater, or system-
atic analysis of records of the activities carried out daily by
volunteers and users, give important clues for a better un-
derstanding of both users’ and volunteers’ needs and expec-
tations. Consequently, it allows to create the conditions that
may increase their level of satisfaction with the program, as
well as to design new strategies and to optimize resources.

Universities have at their disposal the people (volunteer
students, and families with a person with ASD), the oppor-
tunity to offer training and support by highly qualified pro-
fessionals, and the capacity to provide official accreditation
to training. Thus, Universities constitute privileged contexts
to organize volunteer programs aimed to increase leisure and
opportunities for social participation of people with ASD or
other disabilities. These programs can facilitate a change of
attitude towards people with disabilities that could be ex-
tended to the local community. And these programs can in-
crease future employment prospects of students.
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