Counselling practice

Introduction
Making a first appointment to meet a counsellor can be daunting for anyone and the hurdles can seem even greater for people with sight loss. Leaflets may be in small print and therefore unreadable and it may be difficult for a client to find their way around a new environment such as a counselling centre. 

This page makes some suggestions to help ensure that blind and partially sighted people can access your service. If, after reading this information, you have further questions or would like to discuss any of the guidance in more detail, please contact us at ess@rnib.org.uk
Accessible information 

The Disability Discrimination Act 1995 Access to Goods Facilities and Services  requires that ‘reasonable adjustments’ are made so that services are accessible to people with disabilities. For people with sight loss this means, for instance, producing information in a format that clients can access. 

Printed materials such as publicity, appointment details, and codes of confidentiality may be requested in large print (16 point or more), on tape, in braille or via email. If you use tools such as diaries or work books as part of your way of working, you will need to make them accessible. Many clients use access computer technology and may prefer you to email electronic versions of documents. For further information, see our See It Right web page.  

If you have a website, you will need to ensure it is accessible to people with disabilities - this is an important aspect of website design and layout. Guidance is available from RNIB's Web Access Centre.

The counselling environment

Creating an environment that is comfortable for a blind or partially sighted client and which enables them to make use of any sight they may have is essential.

Of the approximately two million people with sight loss in the UK, only four per cent have no useful vision. This means that most of your clients will have some level of useful vision. So, do establish with your client early on whether it would be helpful to adjust the room layout or lighting.

Lighting

Lighting is very important and diffuse room lighting, such as two or three small lights which can be angled, is generally better than one strong central source. A flexible lamp which can be adjusted can also be useful, as can a window blind to reduce glare. 

Where the client is sitting in relation to lighting sources is also important.  Some people may have a problem with glare from windows, whilst clients with cataracts can have difficulty if light is shining into their eyes.  On the other hand, some conditions for example macular degeneration, can cause sensitivity to light.  You will need to ask individual clients what is best for them - they are the experts on their own condition. 

Find out more about lighting.
Room décor and use of contrast

The walls of the counselling room itself are best decorated in a light colour, such as white, with the carpet or flooring in a contrasting colour. The doorframe should be outlined in a deeper colour than the door and walls, as this contrast can be seen more easily by someone with low vision.

Counsellors may themselves wish to dress using clear colour contrasts when working with people with sight problems.

Guiding and assistance

A client with sight loss may require some assistance, especially in an unfamiliar environment, so do ask if any is needed. Our How to guide people with sight problems page offers some useful information on offering and giving assistance. 

Knowledge of common eye conditions
It will be useful for you to be aware of the most common eye conditions, their prognoses, and the impact they have on vision. It is particularly important for you to know about Charles Bonnet syndrome as this can cause people to ‘see’ things that are not there, which can be frightening and can sometimes be confused with mental health conditions. Our Eye conditions page offers information on this and other eye conditions

Adapting counselling delivery

Some people are unable to travel independently, perhaps because of other health conditions. Consider whether you are able to provide telephone counselling, online counselling or sessions in a client’s home. New ways of working, of course, need to be thought through especially from a health and safety perspective, but can reach people who would not otherwise be able to access counselling.

Back to Counselling people with sight problems.
