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1. Introduction

1.1. This strategy sets out what RNIB will be doing, during 2009 to 2014, to work with blind and partially sighted people to transform their lives and to support people who may be at risk of losing their sight.

1.2. The strategy document is split into three priorities, each of which is illustrated by a number of more specific goals. The priorities and goals will provide the framework for high-level monitoring through RNIB's governance arrangements.

1.3. The strategy is underpinned by six organisational commitments that will govern the way in which RNIB's people will work.

1.4. The key strength of the strategy is that it is inspired by the views and needs of blind and partially sighted people. It builds on past success and the things we have learnt and seeks to tap into best practice across the sector.

1.5 The strategy was agreed by RNIB's Board at their meeting on 3 July 2008, following a period of extensive consultation with service users, partner organisations, Members, volunteers and staff.  

1.6 Detailed action planning, including setting targets and measures, is being undertaken during the remainder of 2008/09. Implementation of the strategy will begin in April 2009.

2. RNIB's Proud Heritage

2.1. RNIB has a fantastic heritage. Historically we have much to be proud of and during the current strategy period we have achieved significant success. These gains include (but are not limited to):

· The growth in the membership scheme and therefore opportunities for members to shape and engage with RNIB's work and activities.

· The reversal of the NICE (the National Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence) decision so that people with wet age-related macular degeneration (wet AMD) can now get the sight-saving drug Lucentis on the NHS.

· The Disability Living Allowance (DLA) campaign including the hugely successful lobby of Westminster attended by over 1,200 blind and partially sighted people. 

· The UK Vision Strategy which RNIB has led to unite all parts of the UK eye-health and sight loss sector to ensure that the very best services are delivered to everyone who needs them.

· Improving services to blind and partially sighted individuals through effective mergers and alliances.  For example, the RNIB National Library Service was created from our merger with the National Library for the Blind to create one of the world's largest resources of accessible reading formats.
· Developing RNIB's relationship with other players in the sector and re-establishing ourselves as a sector leader.

· Launching RNIB Insight Radio on three platforms including "Sky 0188" across the UK.

· Free eye tests in Scotland leading to 64 per cent increase in uptake and 24,000 additional referrals for serious sight issues.

· Positive fundraising position and reputation underpinning financial stability.

· Ensuring the needs of blind and partially sighted people are recognised in the switchover to digital TV.
· Transforming the Talking Book service for our 40,000 readers.

· Commencing construction of the Vision School and Children's Home.
· Delivering products, publications, information and services to many thousands of people each year.

3. Meeting unmet needs

3.1 For all that RNIB has achieved over the last century there is much more that needs to be done. RNIB cannot possibly meet all of the hopes and desires of blind and partially sighted people and it is therefore imperative that we focus our activities on the issues that people have told us are the most important. We also need to address those parts of the UK Vision Strategy where RNIB can have the greatest impact.

4. RNIB’s ambitions for the future

4.1. Despite the fact that we know we cannot deliver everything we are ambitious for the future. We are clear that the UK is currently failing its citizens with eye-care and sight loss services that are unfit to meet current and future needs. Our ambition is to make the UK a better place for blind and partially sighted people and a place where no one needlessly loses their sight. We can do this best by focussing our actions to create a step change in the areas identified by blind and partially sighted people as most important. By 2014 we are confident that we will have made a dramatic difference to the lives of blind and partially sighted people and those at risk of avoidable sight loss.

4.2. There is very limited public health advice relating to sight loss and far too many UK citizens do not understand the impact of their health and lifestyles upon their sight. We will work to ensure that the number of people needlessly losing their sight is dramatically reduced and that sight-saving treatments are much more widely available.

4.3. Too many people who have lost some or all of their vision are not receiving support to manage basic everyday tasks let alone help to deal with the emotional trauma of sight loss. We will ensure services are delivered that increase independence and give blind and partially sighted much more choice and control over the way they lead their lives.

4.4. Despite equality and human rights legislation there is discrimination throughout society that excludes and marginalises people, often simply through ignorance of what sight loss is about and its impact on everyday life. We will work to ensure that society considers the often small and reasonable adjustments that are required in order to properly include blind and partially sighted in wider society.

5. A united sector

5.1. We will continue to exercise a leadership role in the eye health and sight loss world, working to unite the sector in support of achieving positive change. We will do this not only through the continued leadership of the UK Vision Strategy but also by working closely with local, national and international partners. In particular we recognise the importance of working cooperatively with local societies of and for blind and partially sighted people to ensure that people get the support they need.

5.2. We will take further strides in the direction of being an organisation fully rooted in the needs and experiences of blind and partially sighted people. We will continue to be proud that we are an organisation led by blind and partially sighted people.

5.3. We will take steps to understand better the motivation and needs of our volunteers, donors, supporters, customers and members, and evolve our practices during the life of the strategy to further involve and be relevant to these groups.

5.4. Building on our success and delivering on our strategic goals will require us to utilise a range of tactics, approaches and resources to achieve transformational change. The success of our strategy will depend upon effective collaboration and cooperation with individuals, intermediaries and supporters, and with organisations in the public, private and voluntary sectors.

6. RNIB’s strategy 2009-2014

6.1 The elements of the strategy

6.1.1. The strategy contains three clear priorities, which will be delivered through eleven ambitious goals. These are underpinned by six organisational commitments.  The overall aims of the strategy are to make the UK a better place for blind and partially sighted people, help combat needless sight-loss and promote and increase choice and independence. The strategy, supported by a comprehensive Business Plan and Budget, will capture all of RNIB’s activities and work between 2009 and 2014.

6.1.2. The goals and commitments will further unite our organisational passion, talent and resources. We will have strong organisation-wide implementation programmes to support the delivery of the goals and commitments. We cannot pursue our eleven goals as separate activities that fail to take advantage of cross-cutting opportunities. Implementation of the strategy will therefore take account of linkages between goals, and across different groups of blind and partially sighted people and partners.

6.1.3. We have identified six organisational commitments which will frame how we do business. These commitments are not merely "aspirations". Rather, they describe the common attitudes and philosophy that will enable better delivery of the strategic aims. We will ensure that we make significant progress on our organisational commitments by building them into all of our planning and delivery, so that implementation plans for all activities take full account of them.

6.1.4. We will deploy a range of fully integrated, complementary activities to achieve our goals, including fundraising, partnerships, direct service delivery, influencing the work of others, partnership working and campaigning. We will also create a more dynamic relationship between supporting individuals to challenge poor decisions and services, and campaigning for political change.

6.1.5. Following revision in the light of extensive consultation, the strategic priorities and goals are as follows:

6.2. Priority 1: Stopping people losing their sight unnecessarily

Goal 1: People most at risk have reduced rates of avoidable sight loss

Goal 2: People diagnosed with sight-threatening conditions have the opportunity to receive proven and timely treatments

6.3. Priority 2: Supporting independent living

Goal 3: Emotional and practical support is available for everyone losing their sight

Goal 4: Blind and partially sighted people have access to person-centred support that assists independence

Goal 5: Blind and partially sighted people in education achieve the same level and range of opportunities, and achieve the same outcomes as their sighted peers

Goal 6: Blind and partially sighted people retain and gain employment.

Goal 7: Blind and partially sighted children and adults with additional complex needs maximise their potential

6.4. Priority 3: Creating an inclusive society

Goal 8: More people are able to make journeys safely and independently

Goal 9: More people can independently access books, magazines, newspapers, television and radio

Goal 10: More people achieve independence through ICT and mobile technologies

Goal 11: More people shop independently and have personal control of their money

6.5. RNIB’s organisational commitments

1. Customer focus

2. Strategic partnership working

3. Peer support

4. Mobilising volunteers

5. Diversity

6. Changing public attitudes

6.6. The priorities, goals and commitments are set out in more detail below:

7. Priority 1: Stopping people losing their sight unnecessarily

7.1 Context

7.1.1. Sight is incredibly precious and we live in an increasingly visual world. Levels of avoidable sight loss in the UK are unacceptably high with 50 per cent of sight loss avoidable. Public health messages on the consequences of smoking, obesity, diabetes or high blood pressure, rarely highlight that an outcome could be loss of sight. Many individuals therefore fail to understand that their lifestyle has a direct impact on their sight and fail to take measures to protect and maintain their vision.

7.1.2. There are also problems in relation to accessing eye care services. 33 per cent of people over 70 fail to take regular eye tests with concerns about the high cost of glasses being a major deterrent. People who live in poor socio-economic areas often experience difficulties in accessing optometry practices or other primary eye care services and are more likely to be victims of shocking health inequalities.

7.1.3. Major sight threatening conditions such as diabetic retinopathy, glaucoma and wet AMD are treatable; however when they are identified there can be problems in the availability and timeliness of receiving proven treatments. In addition, people are often left to cope with the psychological trauma of losing their sight without counselling or other emotional support.

7.1.4. Apart from being important and relevant in its own right this priority responds to the UK Vision Strategy Outcome 1 (Improving the eye health of the people of the UK) and Outcome 2 (Eliminating avoidable sight loss and delivering excellent support for people who have lost some or all of their sight).

7.2. Goal 1: People most at risk have reduced rates of avoidable sight loss

7.2.1. Our focus

Research shows that people of Caribbean, African and South Asian origin, and those on low incomes, are at a greater risk of sight loss than those of other ethnic backgrounds. Chronic eye disease is worse in more deprived, less well-educated communities. Many people of Caribbean, African or South Asian origin experience the double discrimination of low incomes and increased risk of sight loss; glaucoma is particularly prevalent in those of Caribbean and African origin, and cataracts and diabetic retinopathy in those originating from South Asia.

We need to find new ways of communicating eye health messages and improving access to primary and secondary eye-care services and treatments.

7.3. Goal 2: People diagnosed with sight-threatening conditions have the opportunity to receive proven and timely treatments

7.3.1. Our focus

Eye conditions which are major causes of blindness such as glaucoma, diabetic retinopathy and wet AMD are treatable, and if they are identified at a sufficiently early stage, treatment can prevent sight loss or further deterioration. There continue to be people losing their sight as a result of not receiving timely or effective NHS treatments. The most recently publicised cases have concerned individuals with wet AMD who have been denied sight saving treatments. Whilst not the subject of public attention, people diagnosed with glaucoma are also experiencing problems in accessing treatments, with significant delays to follow-up appointments. There have been considerable improvements in screening for diabetic retinopathy but there are still parts of the UK where screening services are poor and take-up is low.

We want people diagnosed with sight threatening conditions to receive the best possible eye care services and proven treatments so that sight loss is prevented or minimised.
8. Priority 2: Supporting independent living

8.1. Context

8.1.1. It is incomprehensible that many people, who have just received a diagnosis of irreversible sight loss, have to start this traumatic journey alone. We want to ensure that by 2014 there is proper emotional and practical support available for everyone losing their sight at the point of diagnosis of their condition.

8.1.2. It is a scandal that blind and partially sighted people miss out on support and services which would enable them to get the best out of life through increased independence and maximising their potential. Existing services are patchy in coverage and are of variable quality. We aim to ensure universal provision is achieved, high standards are reached and the needs of blind and partially sighted people are identified and met at the earliest opportunity and then in sustained manner. We want individuals to get person-centred advice and support to enable them to exercise choice and control over their lives and to get the best from what's on offer, primarily in their localities and at the time of greatest need.

8.1.3. Despite an ever-increasing focus on regulating standards in education and care, research shows that sight loss often goes undetected amongst people with complex needs. It also shows that provision does not take account of sight loss, that there is a dearth of respite facilities for children and young people and a very limited range of care models for adults. The quality of education provision is very mixed and Qualified Teachers of the Visually Impaired are predicted to reduce to record low levels in the next five years.

8.1.4. RNIB's commitment to more employment opportunities for blind and partially sighted people has been long standing and will remain so in the 2009 - 2014 strategy period. Given there has been little positive movement in twenty years and governmental approaches appear to fail the majority, there needs to be a major shift using different approaches and more direct intervention. In very recent times, new RNIB projects and pilots have shown direct action and funding produces improved results and these systems will need to be accelerated to deliver the most ambitious targets in a generation.

8.1.5. Within this priority there is a clear contribution towards delivering key areas of the UK Vision Strategy. In particular Outcome 2 of the UK Vision Strategy (Eliminating avoidable sight loss and delivering excellent support for people who have lost some or all of their sight) has a high level of synergy with many of the real differences RNIB expects to see by 2014.

8.2. Goal 3: Emotional and practical support is available for everyone losing their sight

8.2.1. Our focus

A strong message from research is that the needs of people at the point of diagnosis are often unmet, or slow or inadequately met. There are clear gaps in infrastructure between primary and secondary health services, social care services and the voluntary sector. These failings mean that people often do not have the support they need to re-build their lives following sight loss.

We must ensure that channels and processes are in place to bring all newly diagnosed people to the attention of RNIB and its statutory and voluntary partners. We need to take proactive steps to ensure that people are supported on a one-to-one basis, meeting their emotional, practical and information needs.

8.3. Goal 4: Blind and partially sighted people have access to person-centred support that assists independence

8.3.1. Our focus

Blind and partially sighted people require a range of support and services to help get on with everyday life. Changes in sight loss or personal circumstances can mean a need for fresh advice and support. Tackling barriers to communication, information, daily living or mobility may require equipment, services or learning new skills.

RNIB must be clear about the key services which it and others offer across the UK. Blind and partially sighted people need to have clear information about what is available locally, nationally and internationally and be able to move between services easily. RNIB services need to be streamlined in order that they are universally available to the blind and partially sighted people who want to use them.

8.4. Goal 5: Blind and partially sighted people in education achieve the same level and range of opportunities, and achieve the same outcomes as their sighted peers

8.4.1. Our focus

Participation of disabled children in inclusive education is now well established in policy and practice. Evidence shows that the quality of provision is patchy, that learning materials are not consistently made available in accessible formats and that a drift towards generic services is depriving blind and partially sighted children and young people of specialist support.

24 per cent of blind and partially sighted people under 60 have no qualifications, compared with 15 per cent of the general population. We must ensure that blind and partially sighted children and young people (i.e. up to 25 years) leave education with equivalent qualifications to their sighted peers, thereby enabling them to maximise their chances of employment and of achieving the quality of life they desire.

8.5. Goal 6: Blind and partially sighted people retain and gain employment

8.5.1. Our focus

Despite the UK Government’s commitment to move disabled people from benefits into work, evidence shows that 66 per cent of blind and partially sighted people of working age are not in employment, that Government schemes fail to place blind and partially sighted people in work and that training and employment opportunities for those furthest from the labour market are dwindling.

New energy is needed to support blind and partially sighted people to gain jobs and to help people to retain their jobs following sight loss. There is also a need to increase the range and volume of supported employment for those who are blind and partially sighted with additional needs.

8.6. Goal 7: Blind and partially sighted children and adults with additional complex needs maximise their potential

8.6.1. Our focus

Despite an ever-increasing focus on regulatory standards in education and care, research shows that sight loss often goes undetected amongst children, adults and older people with complex needs and that provision does not take account of needs associated with sight loss.

We will develop and modernise RNIB's own care and education services for people with sight loss and additional complex needs and we will use our learning to drive up standards for all. We will also make a major impact on identifying sight loss in people with learning disabilities, thereby enabling an understanding of the sight condition and wherever possible, correction and improvement.

9. Priority 3: Creating an inclusive society

9.1. Context

9.1.1. In this priority we focus on the wider world and the changes needed to enable blind and partially sighted people to live as equal and participating citizens.

9.1.2. The past two decades have seen some major steps forward in the equality of disabled people. There have been positive changes in legislation, attitudes, services and technology, but there is still a long way to go before true equality is achieved. It is also evident that sight loss is low on the political agenda in all four UK countries.

9.1.3. In the current RNIB strategy we have made positive steps towards improving access to information, information systems, television and culture and we will build on our successes in these areas. In addition we will make a major contribution to enabling blind and partially sighted people to get around safely and independently and to improve their everyday shopping experience.

9.1.4. Independence can mean different things to different people, such as use of a personal reader or assistant, access technology, or other means. We therefore need to ensure that blind and partially sighted people are able to exploit existing access solutions as well as pushing forward the boundaries of accessibility and equality. We want to ensure that blind and partially sighted people have the confidence, information and skills to participate in society. 

9.1.5. This priority positively responds to Strategy Outcome 3 of the UK Vision Strategy (Inclusion, independence and participation for people with sight loss). We strongly believe that the changes we propose will support the inclusion of blind and partially sighted people.

9.2. Goal 8: More people are able to make journeys safely and independently

9.2.1. Our focus

Research shows that independent travel is a challenge for all blind and partially sighted people and many find themselves trapped at home. Problems and gaps in door-to-door journeys sap people's confidence and despite small areas of good practice it is only a minority who feel able to make all the journeys they wish.

We must ensure that local buses, trains and trams are easily accessible for blind and partially sighted people, that increased transport costs are recognised through the benefit system and that concessionary schemes enable people to make journeys. For those who require a guide, we must ensure that volunteers are trained and available to provide assistance.

9.3. Goal 9: More people can independently access books, magazines, newspapers, television and radio

9.3.1. Our focus

The ability to enjoy and talk about books, special interests and TV is key to social inclusion. Research shows that watching television, listening to radio and reading are very high priorities for blind and partially sighted people. But less than five per cent of titles are available in accessible formats, and more than half of blind and partially sighted people cannot tune their own radio. At the same time TV and radio are becoming more complicated to use. We know audio description can transform television enjoyment but it is used by relatively few people.

We need to ensure that blind and partially sighted people have choices about the information, skills, confidence and usable equipment they need to access a far wider range of everyday culture.

We also need a step change in the timely availability of inclusively designed and adapted programmes and publications. More specifically we aim to enable individuals to independently plan and choose their television viewing, and maximise their enjoyment of programmes with audio description. We need to ensure that people continue to enjoy radio as it moves to the digital age. We also need to transform individuals’ reading experience, with more awareness and access to what is already available and far greater choice of reading matter.

9.4. Goal 10: More people achieve independence through ICT and mobile technologies

9.4.1. Our focus

Using technology and mobile phones has become a key skill for everyday living, as well as for education and employment. These technologies have the potential to be very empowering for blind and partially sighted people - not just for younger people, but for older people often confined to home. We anticipate mobile (phone) services further improving independence. But it is shocking that large numbers of blind and partially sighted people are unable to benefit because they may not be able to afford the substantial extra costs of special access technology or have the confidence, skills or support to use these services in a different way to friends or neighbours.

We need inclusively designed technologies, with people being able to find affordable adaptations, support and training to help them to use these technologies in a different way to the sighted world.

9.5. Goal 11: More people can shop independently and have personal control of their money

9.5.1. Our focus

We have long known that the ability to manage money is vital to confidence and independence. And people tell us that doing their own shopping is very important to their self-esteem and sense of independence. But few blind and partially sighted people cope on their own. Managing money and shopping are both fast changing environments which present both threats and opportunities. Business and government rarely consider how blind and partially sighted people will cope when designing or changing services and blind and partially sighted customers are not treated as significant.

We intend to work to improve the shopping experience so it is less daunting. We propose to focus on major high street names in retailing and banking to model best practice. We also recognise that for many, support with shopping is preferred, and we will significantly expand the availability of personal shopping support.

We need to ensure that people can continue to manage their money during the rapid change expected during this strategy period. The money challenge ranges from very basic cash management to improving access to cashless payment systems.

10. RNIB’s organisational commitments

These organisational commitments describe the common attitudes and philosophy that will enable better delivery of the strategic aims. We will ensure that we make significant progress on our organisational commitments by building them into all of our planning and delivery, so that implementation plans for all activities take full account of them.

10.1 Customer focus

We will ensure that RNIB provides its customers with person-centred support and listens to what people need and want to get on with their lives. We guarantee that RNIB customers receive a warm and responsive service that provides them with information and advice on the full range of available services, benefits and support.

10.2. Strategic partnership working

In pursuit of positive outcomes for blind and partially sighted people, RNIB will work cooperatively or in collaboration with a range of different partners. Partnerships will be sought, pursued and maintained in order to maximise delivery of benefits to blind and partially sighted people. We will continue to play a strong leadership role within the eye health and sight loss sector in order to create widespread and lasting change, particularly supporting the implementation of the UK Vision Strategy. We believe that partnerships with other organisations will strengthen services and outcomes for blind and partially sighted people and those at risk of sight loss and we are committed to working with others to deliver change.

10.3. Peer support

We want to respond to the particularly empowering nature of individuals receiving support from peers and the confidence that results from moving learning to self-advocacy - is there a better way of saying this.  Perhaps:  We want to support blind and partially sighted people to learn from and support each other. Through delivery of the strategic goals we commit to helping foster a culture in which blind and partially sighted individuals are supported to achieve their own goals and consequently provide empathy, support and advice to other blind and partially sighted individuals.

10.4. Mobilising volunteers

Much of what we currently do and what we aspire to do in the future, in terms of service delivery, campaigning and fundraising is made possible by volunteers. RNIB aims to enable more people to become involved in volunteering so, in all aspects of strategy implementation, we commit to utilise and maximise the unique contribution volunteers make to the RNIB.

10.5. Diversity

RNIB recognises that currently we do not reach all blind and partially sighted people and that hard to reach groups have not always been served appropriately. We commit to responding to the diverse needs of our customers and audiences across all of our work.

10.6. Changing public attitudes

We recognise that there is a widespread lack of understanding about the impact of sight loss on the lives of blind and partially sighted people that results in exclusion from society. We commit to articulating the realities of blindness at every opportunity in order to change society's perception of blind and partially sighted people.

11. Creating widespread and lasting change

11.1. In conclusion, RNIB’s strategy 2009-2014 brings to life the philosophy that blind and partially sighted people are at the heart of RNIB. Through listening to people the strategy has been developed to maximise the difference that we can make both directly and through others across three priorities:

· Stopping people losing their sight unnecessarily;

· supporting independent living; and

· creating an inclusive society.

11.2. The eleven goals establish a clear focus to ensure that we have the clarity we need to move forward. These goals are all independently important but also work together to deliver more than might be evident from each of them individually. They are further underpinned by six organisational commitments that will influence every aspect of the way in which we plan and work.

11.6. RNIB approaches the next corporate strategy period, 2009-2014, with the organisational stability, confidence and energy to work with blind and partially sighted people to radically improve their lives, support those experiencing sight loss and to prevent avoidable blindness.

Lesley-Anne Alexander

Chief Executive

July 2008

