Information is power
How the high street 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 tried M&S once. The assistants had changed uniforms, I got lost and locked in after hours. I couldn’t find someone to help me. I rely on familiarity, and am unable to shop someplace I haven’t been before on my own. Online shopping has solved the grocery problem, as I can still then find things that have changed packaging, or its place in stores. Prices are impossible to find. I have forgotten what personal clothes shopping is. First, finding an appropriate shop, then the right section, then an assistant, then the colour and size is a monumental achievement. I find it very sad that visually challenged people are still looked upon by most retailers as a waste of effort, and just because we don’t all have wheelchairs doesn’t mean to say that we don’t have needs. In days of equal opportunities I would like to have the opportunity to shop like others.

Beth, 42, Surrey

Accessing information from shops and other businesses

Despite the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) more than a decade ago, which requires all businesses that provide services to the public to make reasonable adjustments for their disabled customers, shopping independently still presents problems for many blind and partially sighted people.

Many business owners remain either unaware or unconcerned about their legal responsibilities. As a result, many shops, restaurants, clubs, banks, supermarkets and other businesses remain virtually inaccessible. Even for those businesses that have made some adjustments, forgetting to anticipate the needs of people with sight loss can still leave some customers frustrated.

A recent survey found that more than three-quarters of people with vision problems listed reading food labels as one of the most difficult things they encounter when shopping. More than half found shopping in general difficult.

Ironically, business owners reluctant to make the necessary DDA adjustments often fail to realise that many of the adjustments will also benefit other customers, such as parents with prams and older customers with reduced mobility, and can end up boosting business returns.

Clear signage, both on the street and inside, helps customers identify shop fronts and main areas once inside. Clear signage makes things better for everyone, and can work to boost business profits. Similarly, clear product labelling and pricing, in a larger font size that is easy to read, helps identify items and makes shopping easier.

In pubs, cafes and restaurants, written menus and other product information in large print and braille make ordering easier. If printed menus are not used, staff should be willing and available to read information to customers who need it.

Similarly, floor plans should be designed with disabled customers in mind. Dangerously placed fixtures and fittings can present problems for people with sight loss. If these adjustments are not possible, the person might want to be guided around the shop or have goods brought to them.

Paying can be another problem area. Many businesses now use the chip and PIN system, which requires customers to enter a four-digit number to verify their identity. Some people with a sight problem find entering their PIN difficult and instead are entitled to use chip and signature cards, similar to the older method of paying for goods and services. But despite provisions for the chip and signature payment method under the DDA, many shop owners and staff remain unaware of this adjustment, resulting in unnecessary stress and confusion at the till.

Like other consumer groups, many people with sight loss are increasingly turning to the internet to buy the things they need. Online shopping can be of great benefit for people with sight loss, particularly for those individuals who have trouble getting out and about independently.

Although there is a growing number of online shoppers with sight loss, many businesses still do not have accessible websites. A blind or partially sighted computer user will go back to a well-designed site again and again, but will soon avoid a poorly designed one. Business owners can ensure their websites are accessible by consulting organisations such as RNIB or the Disability Rights Commission.

Often, the easiest way to ensure businesses can be accessed and fully utilised by people with sight loss and other disabled groups is to involve them in initial and on-going planning.

With a potential market of more than two million shoppers with sight loss, the smart money is on those shops that make provisions, and thus all of their customers feel welcome.

5 ways to make things better

· Packaging, care labels, ingredient lists, cooking instructions and prices should be displayed as clearly as possible.

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

· Shops should have good signage and lighting with a floor plan that does not create hazards for customers.

· In-store information, such as sales, special recipes, insurance deals, open nights, etc. should be available in accessible formats.

· Websites should be designed in consultation with blind and partially sighted people and expert organisations, and audited regularly.

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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