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Introduction

This leaflet has been written especially for leisure organisations to give a better understanding of how to make their services more accessible to visually impaired customers.

This leaflet is one of a series that aims to develop an understanding of visual impairment and help you to offer a range of quality leisure choices to all your customers. 

What is visual impairment?

The term ‘visual impairment’ is used to describe a wide range of sight problems from partial sight to total blindness. You may be surprised to learn that sight loss is one of the most common causes of disability in the UK with over one million blind and partially sighted people and a further 750,000 with serious sight difficulties.

Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) is the leading charity in the UK responding to the enormous challenge that blind and partially sighted people face every day, enabling them to determine their own lives as equal members of society.

We are keen to work with the leisure industry and hope that the following information will help you open your doors to a whole range of new customers.

Who are my visually impaired customers?

Visually impaired people are within all age groups and sectors of the community. There are many reasons why people are visually impaired: they could have been blind at birth, developed an illness, lost their sight in an accident or gradually with old age. Blind and partially sighted people are just like everyone else, except they have little or no sight. They go to school, college and university, get jobs, bring up families, watch TV, enjoy holidays, hobbies and leisure activities. 

Why cater for visually impaired people?

The Equality Act requires that service providers who run facilities such as leisure centres, gyms, sports clubs and swimming pools, should not discriminate against people because of their disability. The legislation places an obligation on providers to make reasonable changes so that disabled people can access their services more easily.

Visually impaired people make up an important part of your customer base, with added potential when you include their family and friends. Research and consultation with user groups has shown that, as with sighted people, a large proportion is keen to participate in leisure and sporting activities. This is, as yet, a relatively untapped customer group, which could offer you many more users of your service.

There are quite often simple changes that can help a blind or partially sighted person to enjoy their leisure time. By understanding the issues involved, you will be able to tackle the problems that affect access for visually impaired people.

How can I make my service more accessible?

To help you understand some of the requirements of visually impaired people, the following section includes short scenarios that highlight the needs and the action required.

Accessible Information

Alex is 24; she is partially sighted with a young family. She contacts her local leisure centre to enquire about swimming sessions. The receptionist says he will send her information about times and prices of sessions. Alex explains that she cannot read normal print. Would you be able to provide an alternative format at your facility?

Imagine how frustrated you would feel if you couldn’t read the print on swimming pool timetables or read through special offers or membership details. These are real issues for people who are visually impaired and can make a big difference as to which centre, gym or service they will use. 

Two out of three people can read a leaflet that has been produced in 14pt print. Text of various sizes is easy to produce on a word processor and can be used for signs and general information. Braille, which is read by 18,000 people in the UK, and audio cassette are two other important means of making information accessible. RNIB can offer guidance on how to present your information in a different way. 

Accessible environment

Pauline, 63, has received a taped copy of a new programme of 50 plus activities, and decides to attend the Tai Chi session. She has not been to the centre before and is going alone. Will she be able to safely access your facility? 

Simple, low cost adaptations can make your buildings accessible to all your users for example, marking glass doors, providing a handrail on stairways, using contrasting colours and tactile markings to highlight steps, edges and obstacles. Good lighting and clear signs are also helpful.

You should consider having an access audit at your facility which will help determine any access ‘black spots’ and allow you to develop a cost-effective plan of action. This will examine all aspects of the facility from the entrance area, changing rooms and cafes through to suitable facilities for guide dogs and details of transport links. 

Many of the issues that affect visually impaired people in the built environment also affect many other customer groups, such as elderly people, wheelchair users and people with pushchairs and prams. Thought should be given to providing an accessible environment for all.

Customers Count

Paresh, 40, is totally blind. He plays golf and often competes in tournaments and competitions. He wants to improve his swing and he books some group lessons with a sighted friend. Rather than address Paresh directly, the coach directs all his questions and coaching points to the friend and then leaves Paresh on his own while he goes back and coaches the others. What would you expect your staff to do in this situation?

As with any other customer, the initial welcome and general attitude of your staff will play a part in making a visually impaired customer feel valued and welcome. Knowing how to meet, greet and guide a blind person will also play a key role in deciding whether they choose to return and use your service again.

Very often, any difficulties can be overcome by ensuring that your staff members receive visual awareness training and that they feel comfortable dealing with visual impairment issues. 

RNIB can help you with staff training and access audits, please refer to the details at the end of the leaflet.

Appropriate Language

Mike, 58, was a keen footballer before his sight deteriorated and he still likes to keep fit. He calls in at the leisure centre to ask about joining the gym. He also wants to know if there is a room where he can leave his guide dog. He is pleased to find a helpful member of staff who telephones through to the gym; both are embarrassed when a loud voice is heard over the background music…’Have we got anywhere to put a blind dog?’ What should you say?

Choosing appropriate language and terminology to address your disabled customers can be confusing - new phrases appear, as old ones are deemed totally unacceptable. Visual awareness training will enable staff to feel comfortable and confident when they welcome visually impaired people and offer assistance. Don’t be afraid to say things like ‘see you later’ or ‘nice to see you’. Always offer help, asking how you can best assist, but don’t be offended if it is not needed.

Marketing your service effectively

Targeting visually impaired people directly through the following agencies can be productive and cost-effective: 

•
Local societies for the blind (lists available from RNIB).

•
The Talking Newspaper Association (details at the end).

•
Local radio and television stations can help you to get your message out.

•
Posters and leaflets are also viable marketing tools.

•
A positive leisure experience also be networked through word of mouth and passed on through families and friends of visually impaired people.

What should I do now? 

•
Think about how your service is delivered from start to finish. Identify any areas you can improve on.

•
Consult with local groups of visually impaired people to find out how you can best meet their needs.

•
Familiarise yourself with the Equality Act and consider whether your service complies with it through policies, practices and procedures.

•
Think ahead and plan an access audit of your premises.

•
Prioritise information provision in all formats.

•
Compile or update existing disability policies, make all your staff aware of your policy.

•
Gradually build up a range of accessible services in consultation with local groups and build them into an action plan.

•
Ensure that your communication channels allow visually impaired people to fully access all your services. If you have a website, make sure that blind or partially sighted people can access it.

Useful Contacts

Institute of Sports Parks and Leisure (ISPAL)

Abbey Business Centre, 1650 Arlington Business Park, Theale, Reading, RG7 4SA

Telephone: 0118 929 8350
Website: www.ispal.org.uk

Email: info@ispal.org.uk

Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB)

105 Judd Street, 

London WC1H 9NE

Telephone: 020 7388 1266
Website: www.rnib.org.uk

Cultural Inclusion Services

Advice on access to sports and leisure, consultancy and training.

Disability Consultancy

Pan-disability professional expertise to assess your current position regarding the Equality Act.

Access Consultancy Services

Access Consultancy Services, which aims to help create an inclusive society through improved access for all disabled people to environments and services.

We are still providing our leading access consultancy covering access for disabled people to buildings, streets and transport and can now offer additional services. These new services cover accessibility of products, websites, information, signage, tactile images, tactile maps and wayfinding, including the RNIB React electronic wayfinding device. In this way we can provide our clients with a one-stop shop for improving accessibility.

We also offer a range of training courses from disability or visual awareness through to technical courses on subjects such as visual contrast, lighting and signage.

For more information please visit our pages on the RNIB website at www.rnib.org.uk/accessconsultancy or call us on 

Telephone: 01733 375 370

email businesslink@rnib.org.uk.

British Blind Sport, 

Pure Offices, Plato Close, Tachbrook Park, Leamington Spa, Warwickshire CV34 6WE.

Telephone: 01962 424247

Fax: 01962 427775 

Website: www.britishblindsport.org.uk

Email: info@britishblindsport.org.uk

Talking Newspaper Association UK

National Recording Centre, Heathfield, East Sussex TN21 8DB 

Telephone: 01435 866102

Fax: 01435 865422

Website: www.tnauk.org.uk

Email: info@tnauk.org.uk

England Federation of Disability Sport

SportPark- Loughborough University, 3 Oakwood Drive, Loughborough, Leicestershire LE11 3QF

Tel: 01509 227 750

Fax: 01509 227 777
Website: www.efds.net

Large print, braille and tape copies of this leaflet are available from RNIB's helpline on 0303 123 9999.

This publication has been made possible by funding from The Department for Education and Employment, ‘See the Person’ Campaign.

Written by Eleanor Ellison

Updated by GG September 2011
Registered charity number 226227[image: image2.jpg]Reg charity no. 226227





