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A.
Executive Summary
1.
The Commission

BBACT, with the support and assistance of Prime, is working to improve the economic opportunities of blind and partially sighted people aged over 50 through self-employment.  In order to work effectively and galvanise resources a better understanding and mapping of the scale of the problem and the barriers facing people with visual impairments is required.  This research forms part of that process.

2.
The Aim
To seek out a representative sample of blind and visually impaired people over the age of 50 in the West Midlands in order to discover the extent to which they have been offered or have considered self employment as an alternative to employment, and what assistance they have received or what problems they have faced.

3.
The Research
Within the constraints of the resources available research depended largely on cooperation with agencies in contact with people witrh visual impairments.  The problems of a) contacting and b) eliciting responses from people in the 50+ age group who have disabilities which have seriously damaged their confidence and their economic opportunities are considerable.  In addition making contact with people who by the nature of their disabilities are excluded from most usual forms of communication makes the process doubly difficult.

4.
The Attitudes
From the statutory sector, there was almost total silence, as if assisting  people to find new ways to economic independence by overcoming huge obstacles is not part of their remit – perhaps because there is no floor target attached to the employment of people with sensory disabilities.

From the voluntary sector agencies, there was little interest or commitment shown to the problems of people who are perfectly able to work and be independent if they could only find a route to that independence.  Most agencies contacted seemed to have skill promoting work for young people and care systems for old people, but not a great deal to offer those who become impaired during working age.

From the individuals facing the problems of earning a living, despite a disability with which few employers can cope, there was a general pervading impression of despair and defeat.  A weariness of battling against officialdom and employment systems which simply discard those for whom standard work practices need a little modification


Recommendations
1.
A campaign is needed to persuade employer’s organisations to encourage their members to believe that sensory impairment does not mean a person over 50 with years of experience cannot work productively.

This could be done through the CBI, the Employers Forum on Disability, the Federation of Small Businesses, the British Chamber of Commerce and the TUC.

Given that discrimination on the grounds of Age will soon come into force alongside the Disability Discrimination Act there should be opportunities for joint campaigns at a time when there are growing shortages in the national workforce.

2.
Statutory Agencies especially JobCentre Plus and its associates seem to lack awareness of support organisations like BBACT and are content to leave people with sensory impairments on benefit if they are over 50.

Efforts should be made to persuade the Department of Work and Pensions that all people registering with a JobCentre, having been made redundant or dismissed because of a visual impairment or related problem must be offered a counselling session with a mentor from a suitable specialist voluntary sector organisation like BBACT (funded by DWP).  This would provide a more understanding, encouraging start to the process of helping the person back into gainful employment and would ensure that help and information is provided in appropriate formats.

3.
The rules and procedures governing the Access to Work programme should be made more transparent, so that the awarding of help becomes less subjective, and the scheme widened to cover all areas of employment including self employment as a matter of right not of supplication.

4.
BBACT should strive to build awareness of its name and its purpose among all agencies which provide services and contact with visually impaired people so that individuals find it easier to contact the specialist help available when they need it most.

B.
Introduction

This research was commissioned by BBACT under it’s Prime initiative.   Prime  is  a subsidiary of Age Concern and the UK’s only national organisation dedicated to helping people aged over 50 to set up in business.  Mindful of the difficulties faced by many people in the over 50s group as the British economy struggles to cope with an ageing population, Prime is working with specialist organisations like BBACT, aimed at helping people with disabilities to retain their economic independence.

The Blind Business Association Charitable Trust was founded in 1994 to promote self-employment for People who are blind or partially sighted living in the UK. We assist by making grants to blind and partially sighted people starting their own business; to help with the purchase of essential equipment and materials; also for education and training. We can also make grants to existing businesses to aid expansion or provide specialised equipment not otherwise available.

 Since 1994 BBACT has guided and assisted well over 250 blind people into self-employment. Grants have been made to a wide spectrum of blind entrepreneurs. Many started businesses providing services as varied as any offered by sighted people. 

The most important assistance BBACT has been able to provide is not so much the small grants for equipment to give an initial helping hand, but the network of contacts and practical advice so that people who embark on a difficult new adventure when faced with huge challenges in every aspect of their life because of a disability do not feel so isolated.

Many of the people assisted by BBACT have had successful careers or employment before lack of vision forced a complete change.  It is only when that change comes that the individual suddenly discovers that all the support systems of information advice and guidance on which the majority of people rely, are simply not available to a person who has a sensory impairment.

The West Midlands offers a very wide range of industries and businesses and employment levels are consistently high.  This ought to provide plenty of opportunities for people with transferable skills to earn a reasonable income even if opportunities become restricted through a disability.

The findings in the following pages suggest that the reality does not match up to the theoretical possibilities which ought to provide for an inclusive society.

C.
The Method

A four phase method was used to conduct the research

a)
Study of existing relevant research and data

b)
A letter and questionnaire to statutory and voluntary agencies across the West Midlands

c)
A questionnaire to individuals identified through the voluntary agencies

d)
Discussions with Individuals

D.
The Generic View

According to European Union Statistics there are about 90,000 blind and partially sighted people of working age in the United Kingdom.  Of that total, roughly fifty percent are aged 50+.  This gives immediacy to the issues facing people who are long term sight impaired , and to those whose vision is affected by the ageing process or the increasing prevalence of diabetes which is a major cause of loss of vision in later life.  It is thought to be highly likely that the percentage of people in the over 50 age group will continue ton increase even though the advances in medical technology may reduce the number of people who are blind or severely visually impaired from infancy.

The European Union Blind Union reported in 2000, that while 25% of the reported total of blind people of working age were economically active in paid employment, employment levels peak for those aged between 25 and 35, but decline rapidly for those over 45.  The report suggested a number of reasons for this disparity.  

-  The shift in the economy from large scale manufacturing to a  knowledge and service based economy has radically reduced working opportunities for people with long term disabilities who have often lacked educational opportunities (Educational achievement is a pre-requisite in knowledge based industries)

- Less than 1000 blind and visually impaired people work in sheltered workshops compared with 10,000 in the mid 1980s

-  Young people who are visually impaired have enjoyed better opportunities to gain educational qualifications up to and including university degrees, but there is still little evidence to suggest that their employment will continue beyond what seems to be the critical age boundary of 45.

The Employer’s perspective

Blindness and sight impairment is seen by many employers as the most difficult obstacle to employing an applicant for a position.  51% of employers interviewed by RNIB in 2004 said they would not employ someone who has difficulty seeing. Only 30% said they would even ‘consider’ employing a person with sight problems ‘anywhere’ in their organisation.

Given this attitude on the part of employers, a candidate who is aged 45+ and has a visual impairment is clearly unlikely to be successful in the quest for employment on the open market.

Yet these comments from employers come ten years after the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act 1995 Part II which makes discrimination in employment on the grounds of a disability illegal and puts a requirement on employers to retain people who acquire disabilities in their working life on the payroll with assistance from the government through Access to Work.

Of course there are some pockets of good practice, but given that 80% of the British workforce is now employed in small to medium businesses.  The attitude of individual employers takes on more relevance.  In discussions with representatives of a chamber of commerce, the reasons against employing a person with a visual impairment were

· Health and safety issues

· Cost of time take off work for health issues

· Cost of adaptations to premises and procedures

· The difficulty of integrating that person into the work force ion an equal basis

· The risk of being challenged by the individual considered under the DDA if something goes wrong

Some people with severe visual impairment do enjoy successful employment, but usually in circumstances where they can be in control of the work they do, rather than being under the control of someone who does not understand.  Or they work with and for an organisation relevant to their disability – e.g social services or a disability organisation.

For most visually impaired people however there are two basic options

· Survive on benefit – not a pleasant option for a person whose gainful employment has been terminated because of a disability

Or, with a little help

· Find a way to self employment

E.
Blind and Visually Impaired People’s Attitudes

Obtaining the Information:

To obtain accurate statistics, data or opinions from people with sensory impairments, whether blindness, deafness or a combination of both, (as is more likely in the over 50 age group), is a difficult challenge for both the statutory and the voluntary sectors.  Neither has yet found an effective way to ensure outreach to all people concerned.  The first obstacle is the isolation and exclusion of people with visual impairment from many standard processes of communication and the consequent lack of awareness of the constant changes taking place in the availability and delivery of services and opportunities.

Usual methods of contacting persons unknown in any community are newspaper adverts and stories, notices on notice boards in libraries, community centres, post offices and places of worship, adverts on community TV.  None of these works well for visually impaired people, and radio is not helpful if the individual needs to write down contact details for example.  Telephone is excellent if telephone numbers are available, but the only general method available is by large print in the post or by email.

The constraints of data protection have made the acquisition of mailing lists more difficult than ever before, especially when dealing with disadvantaged or socially excluded groups.  Similarly without getting people to actively join an email list through a website it is difficult to obtain email addresses of a limited largely hidden group of people.  The result of all these factors is that it is only a small minority of actively engaged blind and visually impaired people who use the services of local or national agencies or organisations that can be easily contacted without costly labour intensive searches.

Where statutory statistics are available, they tend to focus on those who have long term disabilities from birth or infancy such that the individual has been in the collective care of health, education and social services from the cradle. But this cocoon of protection of the disabled child up to the age of 18 comes to an abrupt end when other work and benefit related agencies take over.  The person who acquires a disability between 18 and 65 does not generally become part of the official statistics in the same way, because of the way that national welfare targets are set.

The agencies which deal with people of working age also have targets to meet, and are not specialised in understanding the problems of a small number of people with a wide range of differing needs under the umbrella of ‘visual impairment’.  As we have seen from employers’ attitudes, the chances of a JobCentre (including Disability Employment Advisers)  finding paid employment for a visually impaired person over 50 are minimal.  JobCentres are not geared up to encourage self-employment and therefore, without assistance and encouragement, the 50+ person feels unwanted and abandoned

In theory, people affected by blindness are registered with the local authority by their GP.  This process is to be broadened in the coming months with the introduction of a new ‘Certificate of Vision Impairment’ to give people better access to specialist social services.  But this does not address the needs of people who have been economically active and suddenly lose their economic status because of visual impairment, but if we accept the EU figure of 45,000 people between the ages of 50 and 65 who are affected by blindness or visual impairment, we are looking for services to meet the needs of 0.0016 of the national workforce (28 million)(www.statistics.gov.uk).

In general, people only wish to reveal themselves and be contacted if there is a perceived personal benefit from such contact.  Therefore if people over the age of 50 who have lost their economic and therefore their social status and have become isolated and excluded are to be drawn back into main stream society there must be an achievable sustainable and dignified pathway on offer.

If paid employment does not offer a route, then self-employment is the option for those with the courage and skills to pursue that course.  

The Survey

With the assistance of Beacon Centre for the Blind, one of the largest voluntary sector providers of services for blind and visually impaired people in the West Midlands, we were able to send a large print questionnaire to 400 people in the 50+ age group in the region from among those registered at the Centre, this is equivalent to 1% of the national total of visually impaired people of working age.

Of 400 named individuals, 23 completed the questionnaire while one refused to participate because she objected to the format.  !8 respondents were male 5 female.  6 were aged between 50 and 55, 7 between 55 and 60, 9 between 60 and 65, and one did not give an age.

9 respondents said they were blind, the remainder used partially sighted, or visually impaired to describe their conditions.  9 said they had been disabled for more than 20 years, the remainder had lost vision during working life.

Of the 23 respondents only one was in paid employment, and she was employed by a leading disability organisation in the West midlands, working with blind and visually impaired people.

These experiences match closely with European Union statistics for the UK, and clearly demonstrate the difficulty for over 50s with visual impairment to secure employment.

The respondents were asked about their knowledge of Access to Work and whether it had been of benefit.  In the case of people in work who acquire a disability, Access to Work is supposed to help them continue in employment, and to reduce the cost for employers of any adaptations or assistance necessary to help the person stay in employment.

Only one of the respondents had any knowledge of the scheme; that one being the individual employed by a disability organisation.

Not one of the respondents had been given any suggestion that self employment might be a viable alternative to paid employment.

Two respondents emphasised that they were fed up with trying to find work and had given up.

The respondents were asked if they would be interested in attending a meeting about self employment.  Five said they would be interested but in the event all but one said they were ill, or unable to find transport, or too busy.  (This mirrors the experience of similar surveys for other disabled groups carried out in the West Midlands recently)

Telephone conversations with those who declared an initial interest demonstrated that prior to receiving the questionnaire none had heard of BBACT and its work.  One had tried self employment but given up for lack of support or assistance.

Bearing in mind that all people contacted had been sufficiently active and motivated to be in contact with a voluntary sector organisation, all seemed dispirited by their experiences through formal or informal channels to pursue work opportunities.

With one respondent, we did succeed in having a face to face encounter, to get a full account of experiences which anecdotally we know to be prevalent.

A case study:

Mr X met with us at the Beacon Centre.  Accompanied by his wife, who had driven him to the Centre, he was initially reluctant to talk but was persuaded by his wife to be frank and open with us.

Aged 52, Mr X is finding life extremely difficult as all the plans he and his wife had laid for their future are crumbling because of his inability to secure paid employment, with a consequent impact on future pensions as well.

Mr X had worked successfully until the age of 46 when a combination of heart disease, diabetes and a degenerative eye condition impacted on his working life at a time when the company he worked for was in financial difficulties.  He lost his job.

For the past five years. Mr X has been fit to work, his heart conditions and diabetes controlled by regular medication, but his sight has continued to deteriorate,  the result of deteriorating vision is that he cannot work with words and numbers as quickly as before, but his brain is still fully functional and his attention to detail unimpaired.

Registered unemployed with his local JobCentre Mr X has been losing confidence year by year as no offers of jobs or of retraining are put before him.  It is clear from the discussions that Mr Xs wife is deeply disturbed by her husbands loss of self esteem and confidence, and at that same time is deeply worried about the family finances given that he is only 52.  A life on benefits seems very unfair to her.  The husband is desperate to work but does not know to whom he can turn.

When at last an opportunity arose, and through a family friend he was offered a couple of days work to help out with some paper work in a local business to see how he got on, disaster struck.  Being a scrupulously honest person he declared to the JobCentre that he had received a small sum of money for two days casual work.  To the man and his wife this was a step forward because at least he had proved that he can work – something to demonstrate his worth to prospective employers.

Instead Mr X and his wife found themselves under intense investigation, and in the words of the wife – were treated like common criminals – accused of benefit fraud, when they thought they had been scrupulously honest.

Not surprisingly the couple are now afraid to take any initiative towards finding work for the husband in case they fall foul of the benefit system and lose what little dignity they have managed to retain.

The story is typical of a number of people who were happy to talk of the record but not be interviewed.  The same experience of loss of income, loss of dignity, loss of future financial security, just because of a loss of vision is a common occurrence.

We explained BBACT’s role and services to Mr X, and suggested that he think about whether his administrative skills might be offered on a freelance basis to clients in his area, and if so we would help him to investigate further.  A small chink of light in a very dark tunnel.

F.
Recommendations

It is apparent from national and international surveys as well as local enquiries that the situation facing visually impaired and blind people over the age of 50 who want more from life than reliance on benefit welfare is grim.  The numbers of people concerned are not sufficient to register as floor targets for government action.  Voluntary sector organisations are more involved in social care than work preparation.  Sheltered workshops are closing apace.  The Ending of the green card employment scheme under which large companies had to employ a number of people with disabilities has made matters worse despite the Disability Discrimination Act.  Employers do not wish to ‘risk’ employing disabled people and where they do employ ‘disabled people’ it is the young and educationally qualified who are offered work.  For those acquiring a sensory impairment in middle years, the road to redundancy is a short cul de sac.

If this situation is to improve, there are a number of initiatives necessary to create opportunities.

1.
Employer’s Attitudes

A campaign is needed to change the attitude of employers especially in the small and medium sized businesses where most people are likely to be employed.  This is not a matter of explaining the legislation and the illegality of discrimination.  The Disability Discrimination Act has had largely negative effects on the employment situation.  Seeing employers as the enemy to be beaten with the anti discrimination stick is not the best way to encourage them to employ disabled people.

A more effective approach might be to explain that loss of vision does not mean loss of brain power, and that speed is not always more important than accuracy.  Retaining an employee is much cheaper than finding, inducting and training a new employee.  Government help to those who do employ people with disabilities is substantial.

These messages have clearly not reached most employers yet.  Therefore it is evident that work needs to be done with those best able to reach and influence the employers.  This might be the CBI, the Federation of Small Businesses, the British Chamber of Commerce, the Employers’ Forum on Disability.

And the message need not be only about employment.  If small businesses would contract out some of their administration or other non-core work to self employed disabled people, then new opportunities could grow with benefits to all.  Networks of self employed visually impaired people could be created with the assistance of BBACT to offer comprehensive services.

2.
Statutory Agencies

All statutory agencies are constrained by the targets imposed from Central Government and are therefore focussing their efforts on broadbased problems rather than specific niche problems.  As the issue of blind and visually impaired people in the 50+ age group is not  a major drain on the public finances there is no pressure on JobCentre staff including Disability Employment Advisers, to provide routes to work.  Their major concern is to identify people who are not genuinely disabled and are therefore claiming benefits to which they are not entitled. (As with Employers, it is negative issues which dominate thinking, rather than positive issues)

A campaign is required to persuade the Department of Work and Pensions, preferably at national level to include the option of self- employment to blind and visually impaired people, and to create a national guideline on Access to Work provisions and other assistance for those who with to be self employed, so that individuals can know their rights and not have to beg for assistance.

3.
BBACT measures

BBACT should take steps to ensure that its name and its services are better know to all JobCentres, relevant government departments and to voluntary sector agencies working in the field.  This would automatically raise the profile of self employment among those agencies.

BBACT should give serious thought, alone or with partners, to creating a Social Enterprise business, calling on the expertise of its trustees and associates in the field of business.  The Social Enterprise would provide an umbrella agency to engage a small army of visually impaired people around the country to supply specific outsourced services to clients who have branches or businesses across regions or across the country.  

If blind and visually impaired people are to be encouraged to leave their dependency and despondency and engage in an exciting world, someone has to create a model through which this can happen and set an example.  BBACT and its partners could make a real difference to people who seem to have no-one to turn to.

G.
References.

1.
European Union Blind Union Report 2000

(http://www.euroblind.org/fichiersGB/STAT.htm)

2.
Royal National Institute for the Blind

RNIB Campaign Report 22 – Beyond the Stereotypes

(http://www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/publicwebsite/public_wmcampaignreport.doc)

3.
Government statistics

http://www.statistics.gov.uk
4.
BBACT

http://www.bbact.org.uk
5.
Beacon Centre for Blind People

http://beacon4blind.co.uk
H
Appendix:


Letter and Questionnaire

Dear Sir/ Madam

The Blind Business Association Charitable Trust (BBACT), with the assistance of the National Lottery Community Fund, is carrying out a survey to discover how many people over the age of 50 are, or have become, unemployed because of visual impairment, and what routes they have taken to gain financial independence, retraining and employment, self employment, franchisee or other options.  We are also seeking information about people who have successfully entered into self employment.

Visual impairment is a significant barrier to employment, and it also a barrier to receiving training or acquiring the information that allows a wide choice of earning opportunities unless information and guidance is provided.  The purpose of this survey is to assess the extent of the employment problem for visually impaired people, current procedures to cope with this issue, and gaps in advice and opportunities which need to be filled if visually impaired people are to enjoy economic independence rather than being benefit dependent.

BBACT would be most grateful for your help in contacting people over 50 who are blind or visually impaired.  Enclosed is a sample copy of a fairly straightforward questionnaire which we would like completed by as many people as possible so we can press for more action to be taken to assist this disadvantaged section of the working population.

If you are willing to help us in this endeavour by distributing copies of the questionnaire or by informing your members of our survey, please contact me by any of the means shown below and I will supply more information, copies of the questionnaire or copy for a newsletter, tape or any other medium you may have.

Thank you so much for your attention

Yours faithfully

Ken Whittingham

Research Consultant

On behalf of BBACT

Questionnaire for Visually Impaired people aged 50+

Your name:    _______________________________________           
Your address _______________________________________

BBACT is investigating the services and facilities to help visually impaired people over 50 to gain employment or self employment.  It would be of great help if you would complete this questionnaire and send it to the address below before 10 December 2004. 

Is your age group   



50 -55  55-60  60-65

Are you     




 male    /    female

Would you describe yourself as 
blind / partially sighted

How long have you had the condition
______
years

Has it affected your ability to work

​​​Y  /   N

In what way : ____________________________________

At this time are you





a)  Unemployed





b)  Employed





c)  Self Employed

If Unemployed

How long have you been unemployed: ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​

Has self employment been suggested to you?

Who by? ​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​___________________________________________

If you are employed have you received assistance from Access to work, if so describe briefly

If you are self employed are you 
Sole trader


        





Limited company








Other

What is your main business?

Have you had assistance from Access to Work?  

If so describe briefly:

Who gave you advice on setting up your business?

Did you face any particular problems setting up?

Did you get any financial help?  If so from where?

Do you know what BBACT does?     Y  /  N

Would you be interested in attending a focus group discussion about self employment for visually impaired people?  

If yes, please

Write your telephone number or email address here
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