Information is power
How the health service can empower blind and partially sighted people

Inaccessible information is a major barrier facing blind and partially sighted people, massively restricting life chances and quality of life. Approximately two million people in the UK have a sight problem, of whom approaching 400,000 are registered as either blind or partially sighted. This number is set to rise as the population ages, emphasising the need to include people with sight problems in the planning and provision of services at the national, regional and community level.

I’d been receiving some of my prescriptions in bottles and others in blister packs. When I ran out, that changed, and the tablets I thought were 25mg were actually 100mg and instead of taking a dose of 350mg, I was taking 500mg. Over the course of a week, this gave me severe side effects. I found myself on the floor, not knowing what happened, unable to speak and unable to move or stand up when the ambulance service arrived. I was in a bit of a mess. I think we need more guidelines. You’d hope someone who’s dispensing in a pharmacy would have a bit more awareness about people with special needs. I also think the pharmaceutical companies need to do more to provide information in the forms that people need.

Martin, 49, London

Accessing information from health services
Accessing the UK health care system can be a daunting task for anyone. But for blind ad partially sighted people, health services can be an even more challenging experience, particularly around areas such as appointments, drug information, test results, design and layout of buildings and awareness amongst NHS staff of the needs of patients with sight loss. As the NHS faces further periods of organizational change, financial pressures and government targets, it is essential that these needs are not forgotten.

Despite Disability Equality Duties requiring adequate provisions for all service users, people with sight loss may still encounter a health service that is unaware of their particular needs and requirements. This can cause problems for patients when accessing information and services at all levels of the NHS.

GP surgeries, community pharmacists and NHS dental practices are obliged to produce practice leaflets in accessible formats that provide basic information, such as appointment systems, patients’ rights and responsibilities, complaints procedures and services offered.

Independent access to information is a fundamental element in health care. Blind and partially sighted patients who can’t read instructions or prescriptions should not have to choose between having someone else read information for them or doing without the information altogether. This compromises both patient confidentiality and the personal safety of people with sight loss.

Simply trying to make an appointment or physically access a GP surgery can be problematic for people with sight loss. In a recent survey of blind and partially sighted people, 95 per cent of respondents had never received health advice leaflets or information from the surgery in their preferred format; 96 per cent had never received letters from their GP, results of tests or other correspondence in their preferred format; and 95 per cent of respondents had never received large print medicine labels.

Similarly, only a third of respondents said that surgery staff provided help in completing registration forms, less than half received help finding a seat and only a third received help getting from the waiting area to the consulting rooms.

More needs to be done to ensure information on appointments, treatments, test results and operations are presented in formats everyone can use. Buildings need to be better designed and properly signed, and staff need to be trained to be more aware of the needs of people with sight loss and how to assist them when necessary.

Ensuring blind and partially sighted people are treated on an equal basis by the health service is essential. It will result in better-informed patients, fewer missed appointments, increased levels of privacy and better adherence to treatment regimes.

And it will also mean patients with sight loss enjoy the same right to health care services as everyone else.

5 ways to make things better

· Record the format service users require for information, such as appointments, treatment and test results, and ensure that future information distribution is provided in this format.

· Ensure there is a full understanding of the information needs of blind and partially sighted patients outlined within the Disability Equality Duty.

· Staff should be trained in disability awareness issues and able to offer assistance when it is required.

· Do not rely solely on visual appointment systems, such as LCD scrolling information boards displaying appointments, which cannot be used by people with sight loss.

· Ensure medication and prescription information is accessible to blind and partially sighted people by using new systems, such as x-pil, which implements an European Union directive, and Community Pharmacist programmes.

To find out more contact RNIB on 0845 702 3153, email seeitright@rnib.org.uk or visit www.rnib.org.uk
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