Providing information to your blind and partially sighted patients

Advice for GP surgeries and practices 
RNIB's research report, 'Losing Patients', found that: 

· 95 per cent of blind and partially sighted people said they were not asked by NHS staff what format they required when they were given information.

· 81 per cent said they did not get information about their prescribed medicines, such as dosage instructions and warnings, in a format they could read.

· 72 per cent reported the information they received from their GP was not in an accessible format.

· 22 per cent said they had missed an appointment because the appointment letter was not in an accessible format.

Demand for alternative formats
Dr Foster's survey of 600 blind and partially sighted people showed the following break down of preferences:

	Format
	%

	Large print
	36

	Audio
	25

	Email
	15

	Braille
	10


(N = 600 respondents of which 300 said they could read print, as long as it was large enough or magnified, and 300 said they could not read any size of print at all and needed audio, electronic or braille formats.)
What is 'accessible' information?

For your blind and partially sighted patients the term 'accessible' simply means that information is in a format that the individual can read without having to ask someone else to help. You'll often hear people ask for information in an 'alternative format' or an 'accessible format'.
Alternative formats

Large print, spoken word recordings on cassette tape or CD, and Braille are conventional alternative formats. 

Did you know information in an alternative format can be posted to blind and partially sighted people free of charge via Royal Mail's 'Articles for the Blind' which is a service offered by the Post Office. 

Standard print 
RNIB's 'See it right book' covers Clear Print design in detail with lots of examples. To get you started here's a list of the key things to know:
· Use a clear font with easily recognisable characters, RNIB uses Arial but there are others with an equally clear appearance. 

· Avoid ornate fonts and those that simulate handwriting. 

· Use the normal font weight rather than bolding everything (this is why using a clear font to start with is so important).

· Bold should ordinarily be used for emphasis to draw the reader's attention to a particular word or two, but should be used sparingly.

· Avoid use of italics, as they make text significantly harder to read for people with many kinds of sight impairment.
· Underlining can also impact the readability of text so we recommend you avoid using underlines (please refer to RNIB's Web Access Centre for advice on how to apply this principle in website design).
· Text in capital letters is generally harder to read by everyone but especially people with sight impairments. A single word set all in capitals should be avoided if bold will do the job just as well, but it is strongly recommended to avoid setting blocks of text in all capitals.

· Ensure all text is aligned to the left margin as people with sight impairments often rely on the left side of the page to find where headings and sentences start.
· Text size should be 12 point minimum. 

· Set your text out on the page in a straight forward and predictable way. People with sight impairments find 'fancy' layouts difficult to scan their eye over. More details can be found in the see it right Book.

· Text should not be overlaid on images because the edges of the text get mixed up with the background image and this makes it difficult or impossible to read for people with sight impairments.

· Glossy paper reflects a lot of light which can seriously reduce the readability to many people, so use plain matt paper stock.
· The contrast between the text and background should be as high as possible, black text on white paper is best.  

· Yellow paper is sometimes requested by people with certain eye conditions and people with dyslexia. It's useful to have some in stock.

· Avoid setting text in columns unless there is no other way to present the information.

· Ensure space between columns of text is generous so the divide between columns is distinct. 

· Colours chosen should promote good contrast. More details in the See it right book.

· Be careful when using colour to denote specific meanings in your document, as people with colour vision difficulties and those who cannot see colour at all will miss out on it.

· Images will be accessible to some people with sight impairments but not others.

· Important Information that you want to get across using colours and/or images make sure you also say it in the way you write, so no one misses out.
Large print

· There is no standard font size for 'large print' as it's a sliding scale. Different people will require different font sizes depending on their level of sight. It can be any font size from 16 point upwards.

· Practically speaking the larger the font size the patient requires, the more pages your document will turn onto compared with the original print version. So you will need to know what font size is preferred by your patient and work out whether large print is feasible.
· Large print versions of letters and publications of around ten pages are normally easy to produce at font sizes from 16 point to 22 point 

· Jumbo large print from 24 point upwards should be practical for letters and shorter documents but for long documents of many pages you may need to consider whether producing an audio version will result in a more usable and compact alternative format.

· In all cases if you have the original electronic source document of your letter or publication this is relatively easy to re-format into large print using a word processor or send to a transcription agency.
· If you want to prepare some large print documents in advance of receiving a specific request, 18 point is a good size to produce as this font size is frequently requested. 
Braille

· Around five per cent of blind people can read braille which works out at around 20,000 people in the UK. It should be noted for this group braille is a very important format. People who are deafblind may rely on braille as their only viable reading format.
· There are a number of ways to get someone else to produce braille for you. You can find out more by contacting your nearest transcription agency or RNIB - contact details are below.

· Do it yourself - braille printers and software are available for producing braille yourself. You can contact RNIB for further information. 

Audio 

· Audio is a format that is accessible to all blind and partially sighted people unless they have a significant hearing impairment or they have no audio playback equipment at all. To help you recognise what audio format means, think of talking books at high street booksellers.

· Some people will only have a tape player and others only a CD player, so it's vital to ask what device your patient has to play audio on, so you can supply it to them in that medium.
Information by email and online
· Digital (also known as electronic) information in the form of emails, Word and PDF documents, and provided via web pages, are increasingly used by blind and partially sighted computer users.

Did you know? PC and Mac computers and mobile phones can be made 'accessible' to blind and partially sighted people using screen reader and/or screen magnifier software. These so called adaptive software aids mean some blind and partially sighted people will be able to access information through their computer or mobile phone.

· Some blind people may be able to access an SMS text reminder of their GP or hospital appointment using an accessible mobile phone.

· MP3 is a very popular audio format now replacing audio CDs and cassette tapes. Some of your blind and partially sighted patients may have an MP3 player and be able to accept information that you have transcribed into audio format put onto their MP3 player, a memory stick or a CD (the CD should be formatted as either data or MP3).
Producing accessible information using an agency
Organisations who can help 

Local societies of / for blind people
There are hundreds of local societies across the UK of / for blind people. RNIB has a contact list for all local societies in the UK and can supply you with local contact points.

Be aware that many local organisations for blind people are very small and are not able to provide professional transcription services.

Societies that do provide commercial transcription services will transcribe documents for you into various formats, including but not necessarily all of these formats: different sizes of large print, audio on tape and CD, braille, tactile diagrams.
Costs vary depending on requirements and there could be a set up fee for transcription jobs.

Many agencies require the document you want transcribed supplied to them in a Microsoft Word document.

Costings, turn around times, quality assurance and security provisions are all things you should check and agree before going ahead with a job.
Societies may offer other services as well such as equality and/or disability awareness training. 

RNIB business services
Transcription services for braille, large print or audio tape plus a wide range of other services for businesses. This includes a rapid business service for short documents. Prices depend on the length and complexity of the document.

Tel: 01733 375 370

Fax: 01733 375 379

E-mail: businesslink@rnib.org.uk

Web: www.rnib.org.uk/transcription 

Webdocs is RNIB's latest transcription service. It's an online service for organisations to submit documents online that are then transcribed into large print, braille and audio CD and posted out.
Example costs for Webdocs are:

· Large print - £12.50 per initial document, and £5.50 for each copy ordered at the same time 

· Braille - £14.00 per initial document, and £5.50 for each copy ordered at the same time 

· Audio CD - £12.00 per initial document, and £5.50 for each copy ordered at the same time 

http://webdocs.rnib.org.uk/ 

Producing accessible information in-house
It may be practical and cost effective to create alternative formats in house using your own IT systems.

A major advantage of getting yourself set up to produce alternative formats in-house is that you remain in control of each patient's information and can apply all the usual quality assurance processes that you currently apply to the information you produce in ordinary print.

Large print

This can be produced using any word processor and desktop printer. Find out what font size your patient requires then use your word processing software to increase the text to the appropriate font size. Don't forget to check the document to readjust any spacing and paragraph formatting that may have come out of line. 
Did you know? Making Microsoft Word documents into large print could not be easier. Simply select all text then press these keys 'Shift+Control+full stop key' together. Each key press of this combination raises the font size of all text proportional to the original size. So text set in 12 point raises to 14 point, text set at 18 point raises to 20 point, etc. to make a document where the paragraph text is 12 point into an 18 point large print version, simply select all text and press the above key combination three times and your job is done! (Note tables and column layouts will break down when font sizes go beyond a certain point so check through and re-format as necessary).

Did you know? For documents that you only have on paper, you can use a scanner to import these files into your computer so you have a source file to open in the word processor. Scanner software should let you convert the scanned 'image' into real text using OCR. Check your scanner's user manual for details.
Audio 
Audio can be produced on an ordinary computer at virtually no extra cost. With free editing software on the web to download and install, combined with a low cost microphone, you can record, edit, save and burn the audio onto a CD / save it onto memory stick or MP3 player, depending which medium your patient says is accessible to them. 
Did you know? Audio editing software such as 'Audacity' is free to download and is one of the leading packages for this purpose. By using the tutorial or buying in some basic audio production training for selected staff, you should be in a position to produce your own audio transcriptions in-house.

Did you know? Tapes haven't quite gone out of fashion yet - tape player / recorders are still readily available from online shops along with cassette tapes. Reading a document onto a tape is easy, insert a blank tape into your tape machine, press record and go! Follow good practice guidelines see below.
Quality check is essential. For both digital and tape formats, checking the audio format is easy as any member of staff can listen back to the audio production to check it is accurate. 
Braille 
This is produced using specific software for converting word processed documents into braille code. A braille printer (known as an embosser) is then used to emboss the braille onto braille paper. The braille production software and hardware package will come in at a significantly higher cost compared with an ordinary desktop printer, so it is advisable to consult your local PCT and RNIB for advice on buying in the equipment. You may also wish to consider networking with other local NHS services to pool this resource, if the quantity of requests for braille format is likely to remain very low within your particular service.
Checking that the braille pages are correctly produced will require someone who has basic skills in braille reading. Organisations like RNIB can provide advice on basic braille training.

Good practice guidelines

Practical guidelines describing techniques and methods for producing large print, audio formats, braille and digital information are available from various sources including from RNIB's website  at: http://www.rnib.org.uk/professionals/accessibleinformation/Pages/see_it_right.aspx. 

Legal right to accessible information 
Under both the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 (DDA) and Disability Equality Duty (DED), GP Practices have obligations to take reasonable steps to provide auxiliary aids and services where this would enable or facilitate the use of your service by a disabled person, including the provision of accessible information. You will also need to have due regard to eliminate discrimination, promote greater equality of opportunity for disabled people, and recognise that achieving equality for disabled people will at times require adjustments that will mean treating a disabled person more favourably.

Next steps, what you can do

· Ask your patients about their preferred format and keep a note on their medical record so that every time you give them information it is in the right format.

· Consider the cost benefit of adopting Clear Print design as your print standard for all communications based on the proven link between font size and increased audience reach.

· Plan and prepare so you are ready to meet people's information needs. Explore your options using local expertise and RNIB to help. Work out the most practical solutions for you and build an implementation plan. Start promoting the different ways that you meet people's information needs by actively talking about alternative formats with all patients who have sight impairments.

· Provide equality / disability awareness training for patient facing staff so they understand the information needs of blind and partially sighted patients.
Contact list

For more information or to work together to provide accessible information, please contact: 
RNIB Campaigns Team
Tel: 020 7391 2123
Email: campaign@rnib.org.uk 

You can download this document at: www.rnib.org.uk/losingpatients
