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1. Background 

There are approximately 1 million blind or 
partially sighted people in the United 
Kingdom. The Royal National Institute for 
the Blind (RNIB) has indicated that 80% of 
these are elderly and 75% are on a low 
income. 

The Energy Advice Needs of Visually 
Impaired People project (EANVIP) 
originated through a request made to NEA 
to provide information on energy advice 
services to visually impaired people. NEA 
undertook preliminary research to 
investigate the extent to which such 
services were available. 

This initial research indicated that some 
general information on energy efficiency 
services and grants is available in large 
print and on tape (Eaga's HEES leaflet, for 
example) and that the Public Electricity 
Suppliers and licensed gas suppliers may 
provide billing services in accessible 
formats on request. However, further 
contact with RNIB established that, in 
many instances, there is no clear strategy 
for making such resources fully accessible 
to visually impaired people, who often 
must rely on others to make them aware of 
what is available to them. 

The preliminary research further indicated 
that no work had been undertaken in the 
UK to assess the specific energy advice 
needs of visually impaired people. In 
addition, the research indicated that little 
or no energy advice material exists in 
media accessible to visually impaired 
people. 

At this stage, NEA put a proposal to the 
Eaga Charitable Trust to fund a project to 
address the specific energy advice needs of 
visually impaired people. It was recognised 
that a significant source of this advice 
would be via the Home Energy Efficiency 

Scheme (HEES). The project aimed to 
reduce the barriers facing blind and 
partially sighted people in accessing good 
quality energy advice appropriate to their 
needs. The work of the project was 
intended to inform the development of 
guidance for energy advisors, and to 
contribute to training materials for the 
City and Guilds 6176 Energy Awareness 
Course, and to assessment criteria for the 
NVQ Level II in Assessing Insulation 
Requirements. 

In February 1997, Eaga Charitable Trust 
agreed to fund 75% of the cost of the 
project. NEA was able to secure additional 
funding and support for the project from 
Centrica in May 1997. 
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2. The project 

Introduction 

The value and importance of energy advice 
may be considerable, enabling people to 
keep warmer in their own homes, to save 
money and to minimise ill health due to 
condensation and dampness in the home. 

Energy advice itself may include: 

• guidance on the efficient use of energy in 
the home 

• identification of opportunities for actual 
energy savings 

• advice on ways of paying for fuel 

• advice and guidance on dealing with 
condensation problems 

• information on the benefits of insulation 
measures and grant aid available to fund 
them. 

Assessments of the effectiveness of energy 
advice have indicated that most success 
can be achieved when advice is tailored to 
the specific needs and circumstances of the 
household. It is in this regard that visually 
impaired people are most disadvantaged, 
given the dearth of information and 
energy advice materials available, and the 
lack of information and guidance to energy 
advisors on their needs. Further, given the 
RNIB's estimate that 75% of visually 
impaired people are on a low income, 
energy advice is important in terms of 
providing guidance on fuel debt and 
budgeting issues, often crucial to the 
welfare of lower-income households 
generally. Appropriate access to 
information on the availability of such 
services is also a key to their effective 
delivery. 

Disability Discrimination Act 

Underlining the importance of making 
such information available in ways 
accessible to visually impaired people, the 
Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1995 
places responsibilities on service providers 
to provide equal access to their services for 
people with disabilities. The DDA, which 
defines disability as "a physical or mental 
impairment which has a substantial long-term 
adverse effect on a person's ability to carry out 
normal day-to-day activities", is designed to 
ensure that disabled people are not 
disadvantaged in their ability to access and 
use services. 

HEES energy advice 

The inclusion within HEES eligibility of a 
range of disability benefits makes it likely 
that HEES installers will receive enquiries 
from a disproportionately high number of 
such clients. The stipulations of the DDA 
make it a requirement that those providing 
HEES services do so in a way which does 
not discriminate against those with 
disabilities. 

An important aspect of the EANVIP project 
was to raise awareness of the specific 
energy advice needs of visually impaired 
people and to provide guidance for HEES 
installers in the delivery and promotion of 
HEES services. 

Aims and objectives of the project 

The project aimed to assess the specific 
energy needs of visually impaired people 
receiving energy advice, primarily under 
the Home Energy Efficiency Scheme, and 
to reduce the barriers facing blind and 
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partially sighted people in accessing good 
quality, appropriate energy advice. The 
work was intended to inform the 
development of guidance for energy 
advisors and contribute to training 
materials for the City and Guilds 6176 
Energy Awareness course, and to the 
assessment criteria for NVQ Level II 
Provide Energy Efficiency Services. The 
project also aimed to identify a broad 
range of interested parties for 
dissemination of project findings. This was 
to include, amongst others, voluntary 
sector organisations, fuel utilities and 
regulators, equipment manufacturers, 
consumers associations and local 
authorities. 

Project management 

Steering group 

A steering group was established to oversee 
the project, to provide advice and to make 
recommendations for points of action. The 
steering group was composed of the project 
manager, Trish Brady, Head of 
Development at NEA; Peter Sumby, 
Development Officer at NEA, who was 
responsible for day-to-day project co-
ordination; Fiona Derbyshire, RNIB's 
Housing Liaison Officer, who provided 
advice and guidance on issues to do with 
visual impairment; Julia Green, energy 
consultant and trainer; and John Jessup, 
Communications Manager, British Gas 
Trading. The steering group was later 
joined by Gwyn McCarthy, a Home Energy 
Advisor with British Gas Trading. 

Methodology 

Focus group 

The methodology for the research was 
devised by Trish Brady, the project 
manager for EANVIP, with advice and 
guidance from staff of the faculty of 
Health, Social Work and Education of the 
University of Northumbria. A focus group 
was identified as the most appropriate 
vehicle to collect qualitative information 
on the needs of visually impaired people in 
relation to energy advice. Ethical and 
protocol issues relating to research 
involving disabled people were 
considerations during both the design and 
the implementation of the research. NEA 
was very keen in this respect to work with 
the members of the focus group as partners 
in the research, rather than as research 
subjects. 

Julia Green, Director of Energy Inform, was 
asked to facilitate the group, because of her 
combination of excellent group skills and 
strong background in energy advice 
training and delivery. 

Initially, it was intended to convene a 
group of visually impaired people 
specifically to take part in the research. 
However, after some initial preparatory 
work, it was decided to look for an existing 
group who would be willing to act as the 
focus group. This was both to facilitate 
group meetings, and to reduce to a 
minimum any difficulties which might 
arise in relation to a group of individuals 
coming together for the research without 
any prior knowledge of the other members 
of the group or the facilitator. Eventually, a 
group of visually impaired people in 
Oldham (the Outlook Group) was 
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identified via Oldham Social Services 
Department. The group consists of mainly 
elderly people, with a range of types of 
visual impairment. Whilst it was not 
intended to create a representative sample 
of visually impaired people by the use of a 
focus group, the steering group was 
nevertheless satisfied that this group 
reflected overall many of the characteristics 
of the general population of visually 
impaired people in the UK. 

Compilation of information on projects 
and services 

Following the first meeting of the focus 
group, which provided a great deal of 
information on the use by visually 
impaired people of energy products and 
services, the steering group agreed that it 
would be useful to put together a resource 
to identify the range of products and 
services currently available for visually 
impaired people. This was intended not 
only as a potentially valuable resource for 
energy advisors, but also as an opportunity 
to identify any gaps in provision. Relevant 
manufacturers and fuel suppliers were 
contacted to gather information on 
products and services available to disabled 
customers. 

Project timetable 

The project was originally scheduled to 
begin in February/March 1997 and be 
completed by October/November 1997. 
Following agreement of funding by Eaga 
CT and Centrica, the revised timetable 
began in June/July 1997 with a finish date 
of March/April 1998. The end date for the 
project was put back to the end of May 
1998 to accommodate the second meeting 
of the focus group. 

Expected outputs 

When the initial proposal for the project 
was prepared, it was anticipated that 
feedback from the focus group would 
provide the basis for, and inform, four 
main project outputs: 

Training and assessment 

The project was expected to contribute to 
the development of appropriate training 
materials and information for inclusion in 
the NEA City and Guilds 6176 Energy 
Awareness course. It was also expected that 
project findings would inform proposals 
for additional assessment criteria for the 
NVQ Level II Provide Energy Efficiency 
Services. 

Recommendations to manufacturers 

It was expected that project findings could 
be communicated to relevant 
manufacturers and suppliers to raise 
awareness of the specific needs of visually 
impaired people identified through the 
project. As an aspect of the project's 
research was to determine the extent to 
which these needs were currently being 
met, it was anticipated that the project 
could highlight any gaps in provision. 
Additionally, it was expected that the 
findings of the project would inform 
technical recommendations to 
manufacturers, specifically in relation to 
appliances, controls etc. With regard to 
fuel suppliers, the project was expected to 
highlight and promote examples of 
existing good practice, as well as to make 
recommendations on providing 
information accessible to visually impaired 
customers on products and services. 
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3. The Research 

Informing NEA's and RNIB's policy work 
and practice 

Given NEA's initial research indicating the 
lack of specific energy advice materials for 
visually impaired people and the absence 
of any previous work to assess these 
requirements, it was expected that the 
findings of this project would contribute to 
NEA's policy analysis and policy 
development role in relation to energy 
efficiency services for low-income and 
other vulnerable households. The 
involvement of the RNIB in the work of 
the project was seen to be crucial to its 
overall success, adding valuable 
information and resources. The research 
findings were also intended to inform 
RNIB's overall policy work, primarily on 
housing and communication issues. 

Development of guidance for advisors 

An important aspect of the output of the 
project was expected to be the extent to 
which awareness of the specific needs of 
visually impaired people could be 
incorporated into training and guidance 
for energy advisors. It was also expected to 
highlight and promote good practice for 
advisors working with visually impaired 
people or other vulnerable householders, 
in terms of improving awareness of the 
specific barriers affecting visually impaired 
people, and enhancing specific and general 
communication skills. 

Focus group 

There are approximately seventy people on 
the mailing list of the Outlook Group, and 
between ten and twenty people attend 
monthly meetings and social events. The 
group is co-ordinated by a member of staff 
from the Physical and Sensory Disability 
Team of Oldham Metropolitan Borough 
Council. The initial meeting was held in 
September 1997 following consultation 
with the co-ordinator and members of the 
Outlook Group. 

Thirteen people attended the focus group 
session, which was facilitated by Julia 
Green. A member of staff from Oldham 
Metropolitan Borough Council was also in 
attendance. With one exception, the 
thirteen people were pensioners, nine 
women and four men. The group consisted 
of people with a range of visual 
impairments including glaucoma, macular 
disease, acute myopia, the effects of 
diabetes and detached retina. Some of the 
group were partially sighted and some 
registered blind. Some had had their 
condition all of their lives and some had 
developed a visual impairment more 
recently. Only one member of the group 
could read braille. 

The group was consulted in advance about 
the purpose of the session, to ensure that 
this was fully understood and that it was 
not expected that the session should 
constitute an information and advice 
forum. However, they were assured that 
any specific advice requirements that were 
identified would be followed up at a later 
date. 

The general subject of energy advice was 
introduced by a description of an ideal 
energy advice visit as carried out by an 
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advisor working within the Home Energy 
Efficiency Scheme (HEES). This may 
include advice on heating and heating 
controls, reading meters, understanding 
fuel bills, lighting, dealing with 
condensation, and where to go for further 
help. Issues of operational staff entering 
the home and concerns regarding security 
were also raised by the group members. 

With the agreement of the group, the 
discussion was tape recorded and notes 
were also taken. 

A number of key issues arose from the 
focus group discussion. These are 
summarised in Appendix 1. 

The Outlook Group was revisited in May 
1998 in order to inform them of the 
outcome of the research and to thank them 
for their input. 

4. Outcomes of the project 

Training 

It was recommended that training for 
energy advisors should incorporate: 

• general awareness of the needs of 
visually impaired people. 

• the use of controls on heating and 
cooking appliances and how these might 
be customised for easier use by visually 
impaired people. 

• advice to visually impaired clients on 
types/models of appliances which 
incorporate useful features (for instance 
gas flow cut-off devices, or customised 
controls). 

• raising advisors' awareness of the ways in 
which visually impaired clients may 
already use the features of their heating 
or hot water systems, so that the 
efficiency and effectiveness of the system 
is maximised to meet the client's 
individual needs. 

• the need for advisors to collect and 
maintain accurate information on local 
facilities for visually impaired people, 
particularly with regard to special 
services available via licensed gas 
suppliers and electricity suppliers 
(currently Public Electricity Suppliers). 
This information should form part of the 
advisor's general resources for advice 
provision, and should include details of 
appropriate billing services, the 
accessibility of information in 
appropriate media, and the availability 
of other special needs customer 
provision (e.g. password services). 
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• advice on ventilation issues, with 
particular reference to safety and security 
issues concerning opening windows. 

• raising advisors' awareness of lighting 
issues, with regard to the quality and 
siting of lamps, and the particular 
benefits of compact fluorescent 
lightbulbs for some visually impaired 
people. 

• good practice on working in the homes 
of visually impaired and other disabled 
people. 

Technical issues 

After discussion of the focus group 
findings, the steering group agreed that 
consideration be given to ways in which 
awareness of the needs of visually impaired 
people could be raised amongst 
manufacturers and suppliers. As part of this 
process, the steering group felt that it 
would be useful to put together a resource 
identifying what products and services are 
currently available for visually impaired 
people. 

Contact was made with the relevant Public 
Electricity Suppliers and licensed gas 
suppliers in order to obtain information on 
the range of services available to clients 
with special needs, as required under the 
operating and licensing agreements 
imposed by the Regulators. This 
information was collated and logged (see 
Appendix 2), and will form the basis of an 
information resource for energy advisors as 
outlined above. 

The steering group also felt that energy 
advisors would benefit if information on 

relevant products available for visually 
impaired people could be compiled. 
Therefore manufacturers of controls and 
appliances were contacted to provide 
relevant details. It was intended that this 
information would be in addition to the 
range of adaptations and products featured 
in RNIB's "Daily Living" guide, few of 
which are specific to energy use. The 
findings from the focus group had 
suggested that such a resource would be 
valuable, given that information on 
availability and entitlement to services and 
adaptations via the social services 
departments of local authorities was seen 
to be extremely variable and dependent 
upon local budgetary constraints. 

The scope of the exercise to compile 
information on products and services was, 
of necessity, limited. Whilst it was seen to 
be useful in providing an initial basic 
resource for energy advisors, it is 
acknowledged that those using the 
resource would need to update it on a 
regular basis if it were to remain an 
effective tool. 
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5. Conclusions and 
recommendations 

Training/assessment 

The way in which the results of this study 
can be incorporated into existing training 
and advisors assessment has been explored 
by NEA. Four routes forward are suggested 
which are outlined below. 

Information Pack 

The project identified a series of subject 
areas following the meeting of the focus 
group of visually impaired people and in 
consultation with RNIB and British Gas 
Home Service Advisors. 

It was agreed to produce an information 
pack, the contents of which are set out in 
Appendix 3. It will serve two purposes. It 
will be made available as an information 
pack to a range of organisations in the 
energy advice and housing fields. It can 
also be used as a training resource by 
trainers. Specific items to be incorporated 
into the City and Guilds 6176 course are 
identified later, but the pack will also be 
useful to those trainers running tailor-
made courses for Housing and Social 
Service departments of local authorities, 
voluntary organisations and tenants' 
groups. 

Experienced trainers will be able to develop 
the material into training resources to be 
used to best effect. NEA proposes to pilot 
the information pack at a training/briefing 
session at an Energy Advice Forum. 

Contents of the pack 

A full description of the contents of the 
Information Pack is given in Appendix 3. 

The Information Pack will cover several 
key areas, including general awareness-
raising about visual impairment; how 
existing equipment and appliances may be 
used or adapted to maximise efficiency; 
the availability of specifically designed 
products for visually impaired people; 
issues with regard to lighting; services 
available via local Social Services and fuel 
suppliers; safety issues with particular 
regard to staff visiting the homes of 
clients. 

The Information Pack will also include a 
list of resources and contacts. Whilst this 
will include some national organisations, 
advisors will be encouraged to compile 
lists of appropriate local contacts. 

NEA City and Guilds 6176 Energy 
Awareness 

Following discussions with the Training 
Section at NEA, it was felt not to be 
appropriate to incorporate a large stand-
alone module on the needs of visually 
impaired people in the City and Guilds 
6176 three-day Energy Awareness course, 
as this course is already very intense. 
However, NEA periodically send out 'Tutor 
updates' which contain updated and 
sometimes new but relevant information. 
Tutors are expected to incorporate this 
material into the existing structure of the 
course. Some of the new data result in 
modifications to the course examination 
but most do not. It is suggested that the 
following areas could be incorporated into 
the course. 

Heating controls 
In the session dealing with 'hands on' 
operation of heating controls, trainers 
should discuss the needs of visually 
impaired people for large/coloured control 
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markers and usually manual, not digital, 
controls. Also to point out the need for 
controls which 'click' audibly. 

Payment for fuel 
Different methods of payment. 
Information about talking bills. 

Simulation 
Check that the client can see what is being 
demonstrated. Sometimes it is not obvious 
that a person has a visual impairment. 

Lighting 
Identification of appropriate locations for 
fitting CFLs, in consultation with the 
client. (Specifically because HEES energy 
advisors distribute low-energy light bulbs). 

NVQ (National Vocational Qualification) 

NEA will review its assessment material to 
identify the potential for including energy 
advice to visually impaired people within 
the existing NVQ standards, particularly 
the assessment for: 

• Provide Insulation Services NVQ Level 1 
and Level 2 (aimed mainly at insulation 
installers) 

• Provide Energy Efficiency Services NVQ 
Level 2 - option 2 (aimed mainly at 
energy advisors) 

NEA will provide NVQ assessment centres 
with copies of materials produced. 

Housing, Centre for Housing Studies, and 
Care and Repair. It is suggested that the 
material being developed at NEA could be 
incorporated into their training 
programmes. 

Products and services 

Details of energy products and services 
available to visually impaired people, and 
other disabled people were collated for use 
by energy advisors and trainers. These are 
included as Appendix 2 of this report. The 
recommendations of the study to 
manufacturers of appliances and controls 
will include: 

1. Highlighting examples of good practice 
where they exist. 

2. Proposing the incorporation of 
appropriate features into standard 
products, for example: 

• prominent visual or audible warning 
signals when an appliance is on 

• gas flow cut-off devices, again with 
audible or prominent visual warning 

• appropriate placement of controls (side 
or front) 

• controls should be ergonomic and easy 
to grip 

• incorporation of tactile `bumps' on 
controls 

Incorporation of training with other 
organisations 

RNIB housing services training section has 
links with the Chartered Institute of 

• fascia designs should be clear and 
uncluttered, with consideration given 
to ensuring easy distinguishing of 
controls through appropriate colour 
contrast. 
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• facility for customisation of controls 
when appliances are purchased, 
without loss of warranty 

• the ready provision of product 
information and operating 
instructions in large print, with 
facilities for braille or tape where 
required or requested. 

3. Proposing consultation with visually 
impaired people, and other disabled 
people, in the development of new 
products. 

Good practice 

The steering group identified several areas 
for the development of good practice 
guidance arising from this study. In 
addition to the development of an 
information pack for use by trainers and 
energy advisors, the following audiences 
were highlighted to receive feedback and 
appropriate recommendations from the 
research findings: 

• HEES installers 

• other energy advice providers 

• appliance manufacturers 

• controls manufacturers 

• fuel companies 

• gas and electricity Regulators 

• consumer organisations 

• groups representing, or providing 
services or advocacy to, visually impaired 
people. 

Areas of good practice include: 

Organisations with staff visiting clients' 
homes 
• The operation of an effective customer 

care policy which incorporates: 

informing the client of intended visits 

ready provision of information in braille 
or on tape if requested 

the use of a properly controlled and 
implemented password scheme 

the facility for a register of clients' special 
needs 

the use of large print (at least 12 point) 
in correspondence with clients 

• Training of staff in basic awareness of the 
needs of visually impaired and other 
disabled people, including 
communication issues, security issues 
and general good practice in working in 
the home 

• Effective monitoring of customer care 
procedures. 

Fuel companies (Additional to 1. above) 
• The provision of service information in 

media accessible to visually impaired 
people 

• The promotion and distribution of 
service information via appropriate 
outlets, taking into account the needs of 
visually impaired people 

• The effective implementation and 
monitoring of licence conditions 
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regarding the provision of services to 
vulnerable customers 

• Training staff in the provision of advice 
on products and services for visually 
impaired and other disabled people 

• Frequent meter readings at arranged 
times 

• The provision of bills in large print, and 
braille and telephone 'talking' bills on 
request 

• The provision of appropriate, tailored, 
energy advice to disabled customers in 
the home, to include use of controls and 
appliances. 

Organisations employing energy advisors 
• The provision of training in general 

awareness of the needs of visually 
impaired and other disabled people 

• The provision of training in the 
provision of energy advice specifically to 
visually impaired people 

• The maintenance of an information 
resource on energy products and services 
for visually impaired and other disabled 
people 

• The development of referral links with 
organisations representing/providing 
services to the visually impaired 

• The provision of promotional materials 
and general information about services, 
in formats accessible to visually impaired 
people, and distributed through 
appropriate outlets (e.g. local voluntary 
organisations, Talking Newspapers). 

Recommendations to individual 
organisations include: 

Gas and electricity regulators 
• The need to monitor the provision of 

services by the fuel suppliers to special 
needs groups under the relevant licence 
conditions 

• Advice to existing and new fuel suppliers 
of the findings of this study, in particular 
the development of the information 
pack on the provision of advice to 
visually impaired people. 

Consumer organisations 
• The need to evaluate the provision of 

services by the fuel suppliers to special 
needs groups under the relevant licence 
conditions 

• The need to raise awareness of the 
findings of this study and the availability 
of the information pack on providing 
advice to the visually impaired 

• The need to raise awareness of the 
information gathered on products and 
services available, and highlighting gaps 
in provision 

• The need to raise awareness of the good 
practice guidelines in this report for 
service providers. 

Feedback to other organisations includes: 

Organisations representing/providing services 
to visually impaired and other disabled people 
• To raise awareness of the findings and 

recommendations of this study 
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6. Dissemination of findings 

• To highlight the benefits of energy 
efficiency in general and energy advice 
in particular. 

This report is, of necessity, broadly 
descriptive of the study which was 
conducted into the energy advice needs of 
visually impaired people. The action 
research findings are being translated into 
practical outputs, in the form of guidance 
for energy advisors, and for those who 
train energy advisors, on providing advice 
services to those with a visual impairment. 
The results of the study will also inform 
recommendations to a range of 
organisations on how the needs of the 
visually impaired, and other disabled 
people, can be more effectively met 
through energy and energy efficiency 
products and services. 

It is proposed that the findings of this 
study should be disseminated as widely as 
possible through individual 
correspondence and via appropriate media. 
A list of these contacts is given in 
Appendix 4. 

Energy advice needs of visually impaired people 15 



Appendix 1 - Focus group findings 

Energy advice needs of visually impaired people -
September 1997 

Introduction 

The focus group was convened to identify 
the energy advice needs of visually 
impaired people. It had been agreed to 
utilise an existing group if possible. Such a 
group was identified in Oldham. There are 
approximately seventy people on the 
mailing list of the Outlook Group, and 
between ten and twenty attend monthly 
meetings and social events. The 
administration of the group is carried out 
by a member of staff of the Physical and 
Sensory Disability Team of Oldham MBC. 
Following consultation with the co-
ordinator and members of the group, the 
September meeting was set aside for 
discussion of their heating and energy 
needs. 

Thirteen people attended the meeting 
which was led by Julia Green. Trish Wildy 
of the Physical and Sensory Disability 
Team at Oldham MBC Social Services was 
also in attendance. With one exception, 
the thirteen people were pensioners, nine 
women and four men. They suffered from 
a range of visual impairment including 
glaucoma, macular disease, acute myopia, 
affects of diabetes, and detached retina. 
Some of the group were partially sighted 
and some registered blind. Some had had 
their condition all of their lives and some 
had developed problems more recently. 
Only one member of the group could read 
Braille, which she also taught. Some (a 
minority) of the group lived in sheltered 
accommodation. 

The group was advised in advance of the 
purpose of the session, to ensure that they 
understood the nature of the research and 
that they did not expect an information 

feedback from focus group held on 25 

and advice session. They were, however, 
assured that any specific advice they 
needed would be followed up at a later 
date. 

The subject was introduced through an 
explanation of an ideal energy advice visit 
as carried out by an advisor working 
under HEES, i.e. that it could include 
advice on heating and heating controls, 
reading meters, understanding fuel bills, 
lighting, controlling condensation and 
where to go for further help. Issues of 
tradespeople entering the home, and 
security concerns, were also discussed. 

The group discussion was tape recorded, 
and notes were also taken. This report is 
the result of the transcript from the tapes, 
notes and subsequent one-to-one 
discussions with some individual 
members of the group. 

Report of the focus group meeting 

Using heating controls 

The group began by discussing cookers 
but some of the ideas raised are relevant 
to heating controls. The general 
consensus seems to be a preference not to 
use gas. "You could leave the stove on for 
half-an-hour and blow the place up". 

Many of the group were able to identify 
red lights on controls, particularly 
cookers, which indicate when the 
appliance is switched on. "If you see the red 
light you know you're alright". 
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Knobs which people can feel are 
particularly useful on cookers to set the 
correct temperature but they could also be 
used on "everything". These knobs are 
mostly used by fixing a "high bump" onto 
the cooker at the most commonly used 
setting which lines up with a recognisable 
bump on the knob itself, so that they can 
feel when it is set at the correct 
temperature. 

One woman in the group mentioned a 
product called "Hi-mark", which is a 
fluorescent stick-on DIY substance from a 
tube with which it is possible to make 
your own distinguishing knobs, etc. The 
group appeared to be unfamiliar with this. 
Apparently this can be obtained for them 
through the group, or from the RNIB. 

One woman uses nail varnish to identify 
where her controls should line up. 

Central heating 
Some members of the group had gas 
central heating which was provided in the 
accommodation which they rent. This is 
operated by a small switch which is 
pushed down and the heating comes on. 
The whole house is centrally heated. 
There is no alternative heating system "it's 
in with the rent". 

One woman had electric storage heaters. 
Her daughter checks the settings for her. 
Her son-in-law sets the controls to suit 
colder weather, etc. She says that the 
heater is not on a timer. She can turn it 
on and off depending on whether it is too 
hot or too cold but she normally does not 
alter it. 

The group appeared rather vague as to 
what a room thermostat is, although with 
prompting they did appreciate their 
purpose. There was some confusion about 
what a room thermostat looks like. One 
man thought the button for calling the 
warden must be a thermostat. Oldham 
Social Services do often fit 'collars' or 
`high bumps' which line up to show 
optimum thermostat settings. 

One man had not had the heating 
switched on since January but was quite 
happy with that as the rooms were very 
warm (getting heat from adjoining 
homes). 

One man who lived in a family house did 
not have his heating on because he could 
not afford his bills. 

Hot water was fine when operated 
through the central heating system. The 
group seemed vague about adjusting the 
temperature of hot water and "never 
touch" the thermostat on the hot water 
cylinder. 

Thermostatic radiator valves were used in 
some homes. Some people leave them 
fully on to keep the house warm. One 
woman uses the valves, turning them 
half-way to reduce the heat. They could 
put red stickers on the thermostatic 
radiator valves to indicate the setting 
required. 

There is often a problem in that one room 
is too hot whilst another may be quite 
cold so it is helpful to use the valves. 

If they cannot see the thermostatic 
radiator valve setting some people feel the 

Energy advice needs of visually impaired people 17 



pipes to check whether the radiator is 
getting hot or not. One woman always 
felt the pipes to find out if her heating 
was coming on. 

Members of the group control fires and 
heating (also cookers and other 
appliances) by feel - e.g. feeling a click - or 
sound (although some people also don't 
hear very well). It was suggested that the 
use of buzzers might be helpful. 

Where to go for advice 

For example, how would they obtain 
more information about insulation 
grants? The group was not sure how to go 
about this unless it could be arranged 
through Social Services. "They sort it out. 
They're very good". 

One person had heard of HEES, through a 
relative who had attended a group at 
which an installer had given a 
presentation. 

Many of the group ask relatives for help. 

Those in sheltered accommodation appear 
to be better informed. 

It was felt that the most appropriate 
channels of communication would be: 

• talking newspapers - used by many 
members of the group 

• telephone - probably the most popular 

• correspondence in large print 

• information on tape 

• asking someone else to read leaflets -
correspondence or leaflets are not 
usually thrown away without first 
asking someone to check that they do 
not contain important information. 

Bills and meters 

Most of the group ask a relative to read 
the meter for them. 

One woman pays by direct debit and finds 
this very convenient and she is happy 
that the amounts collected are adjusted 
when necessary. 

The provision of a large print bill was 
generally felt to be the most helpful 
solution. It would have to be very large 
print as some of the group cannot see 
even with a magnifying glass. (At least 12 
point is recommended). 

There was some debate about whether 
there was a facility to telephone the gas or 
electricity company who read the bill out 
to people with impaired vision. They need 
to ask the companies for help. 

None of the group had prepayment 
meters. They were considered impossible 
to deal with. 

Safety hazards and security 

The group did not like gas. It is more 
dangerous. They consider electricity is 
safer. With gas, if it is turned down low it 
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is difficult to tell if it's gone out. If 
electricity is turned off the heat goes at 
once so it can be felt, but on a gas cooker, 
if something boils over, the flame will go 
out whilst the gas is still switched on. A 
sonic warning if the gas blew out would 
be useful. A light would be useful to 
indicate when a gas fire was lit. 

It could be dangerous to lean over a gas 
cooker with a taper or match. One woman 
also said that knobs on the back of electric 
cookers are dangerous. Knobs at the front 
or the side are better. 

One man would like to have air vents for 
fresh air. Being on the ground floor, he 
doesn't like to leave windows open. He 
has a fan but, "You cannot afford to have 
the electricity on all day". Also the air is 
recirculated and not fresh. 

There was some discussion about different 
ways of detecting people coming to the 
door. There are door stops which make a 
noise when the door is pushed open, a 
machine which detects shadows, and 
there are some people who use wind 
chimes behind the door, to indicate when 
the door is opened. 

Lighting 

It was generally felt that the amount of 
light required by different people for 
varying tasks was difficult to determine. 
They are often "struggling" and the needs 
are different for each individual. 

Some of the group had a preference for 
fluorescent lights. The light from a low-
energy bulb is similar to this light, so 

some of the group may try these because 
of the cost saving in the amount of 
electricity used. One man pointed out 
that the cost of the bulbs was very high. 

Halogen lamps are hotter and brighter 
and may help. 'Task' lights are often used, 
that is lamps shining directly onto 
reading material or other object. 

One woman sits in the dark so no-one 
can see from outside. She doesn't draw 
the curtains. She cannot see to read or 
write but can sense things better in the 
dark. She is frightened by reflections with 
the lights on. If she stands up she gets a 
reflection off the wall so she sits in the 
chair and feels quite safe. 

Passwords/good practice for staff visiting 
the home 

One woman had tried the password 
scheme but had found so many people 
coming to the door were not aware of the 
correct password that she doesn't use it 
any more. The correct use and benefits of 
the scheme were discussed by the group. 

When callers show a business card, 
people with impaired vision cannot read 
them. ID cards are also difficult to see. 
There needs to be something better. Staff 
visiting people's homes need to be more 
aware of the importance of password 
schemes. 

Tradespeople may leave doors open 
(causing a security risk), leave tools lying 
around and move furniture to different 
places. All these cause hazards for people 
who cannot see well. 
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General 

Information on helpful topics could be 
circulated through this group and other 
similar groups in the area. Most 
information comes by word-of-mouth to 
those lucky enough to be in contact with 
other people. 
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Baxi do not have adaptations available for their products, though they are "working 
toward provision of this service". They will respond to requests on a one-off basis. 

Cannon advise customers to contact their retailer to arrange for gas appliance controls 
to be brailled or studded. The manufacturer does not provide this service directly. 

Manufacture a range of "talking" products for people with visual impairments. Amongst 
these is a "Talking Timestat", incorporating a thermostat and frostat, which can be used 
with mains operated electric heaters. 

Almost all electrical appliances in the Creda and Hotpoint ranges can have controls 
studded/brailled free of charge. An engineer would visit the customer in the home and 
arrange adaptations as necessary. 

Dimplex advertise a facility whereby the control panel for their range of storage heaters 
can be brailled at no extra cost. (Panels are sent to RNIB for brailling). 

Almost all electrical products across the Electrolux range (including related brands: AEG, 
Parkinson Cowan, Tricity Bendix, Zanussi) can have controls brailled or marked. 
Customers should contact the Service Department for specific details. Parts will be 
ordered and fitted at no extra charge. 

Indicated that no control adaptations are available for their products. Customers would 
be advised to contact their retailer for further advice. 

Brailled controls can be supplied for a limited range of gas and electrical appliances at no 
extra cost to the customer. Customers must check with retailer or manufacturer direct. 

A range of gas fires are produced with specially designed controls making them suitable 
for people with visual and grip impairments (Allure ASD, Brava 2 ASD, Charm ASD, 
Decor ASD). Controls are top mounted for easy access, and were designed with input 
from Royal Society for the Blind and Arthritis Care. These fires also include sensing 
devices to shut the fire down in the event of a build up of carbon monoxide. 

Research indicated that no controls or adaptations were available for visually impaired 
customers. 

A range of six clocks and programmers are available in brailled versions at no additional 
cost. Model numbers are 102, 103, 3020P, 3060, 4033 and SET3M. 

No specific information was available on adaptations to appliance controls, though 
Valor noted that an appliance, the Valor Favourite, carries an "Owl Mark" a product 
endorsement given to products found to be suitable for use by older people (see 
additional notes below). 

Not available. 

No literature on products is available in formats suitable for visually 
impaired clients, though Customer Services suggested such clients 
would be directed to RNIB for further advice. 

Customers should contact direct to discuss product range. 

No literature on products is available in formats suitable for visually 
impaired clients, though Customer Services suggested such clients 
would be directed to RNIB for further advice. 

Product information not available in suitable formats. 

No literature made available in suitable formats, but consideration 
would be given to doing so if demand was demonstrated. 

Not available. 

Customers requesting information would be referred to RNIB. 

Leaflets available advertising suitability of these products for elderly 
or visually impaired clients, but not in suitable formats. 

None available. 

Not available in suitable formats. 

Not available in suitable formats. 

Rachel Tierney, Customer Services 
Tel: 01772 695504 

Sue Moran, Spare Parts Dept. 
Tel: 01 782 388 388 

Tel: 01493 700 172 

Sue Moran, Spare Parts Dept. 
Tel: 01 782 388 388 

Customer Services 
Tel: 01 703 785 133 

Pat McCormack, Service Dept. 
Tel: 01635 525 279 

Baxi 

Cannon 

Cobalt Systems Ltd 

Creda and Hotpoint 

Dimplex 

Electrolux 

Flavel 

New World (Merloni) 

Potterton Myson - fires 

Marketing, Tel: 0345 626 876 

Spares, Tel: 0990 585 850 

Marketing, Tel: 01926 493 420 

Potterton Myson - central 
heating boilers, time 
clocks & programmers 

Randall - central heating 
clocks and programmes 

Valor 

Technical Dept. Tel: 08706 049049 
Marketing: Radiators Tel: 0191 491 
4466; Boilers Tel: 01926 504 405 

Gavin Smith/Sandra Frost, Sales 
Department, Tel: 01234 364 621 

Marketing, Tel: 0121 386 6203 

Manufacturer 
 

Contact 
 

Product Information 
 

Availability of Literature 

Appendix 2 

Energy products and services for visually impaired people 

Review of products available from selected manufacturers. 

Information collated May 1998 



Licensed gas suppliers 

Information collated May 1998 

Supplier Provision of information  Customer registration Password Billing services  Services available 

Amerada. Contact: Anne Earley Customer 
Services Tel: 0845 305 3000 

Special Services infomation leaflet. Special Services Register  Yes Braille. Large print.  Free annual safety inspection. Special Services Advisers can visit and mark 
Talking bills.  controls "free of charge". 

Beacon Gas. 
Contact: Customer Services Tel: 0500 223355 

Special Care guidance leaflet. Special Services Register Yes Talking bills. Audio 
cassette. Large print 

Free annual safety inspection. Controls/adaptations obtained free of charge 
where possible. 

British Fuels Gas. Contact: Kate Watson, 
Customer Service Tel: 0845 122200 

Special Care service booklet. Customer Careline Yes Large print. Home Advisory Service Team will give specialist advice on adaptations - will 
do home visits. 

British Gas Trading. Contact: National Gascare  Audio cassette. Special Services Gas Care Register  Yes  Talking bills. Braille. Free gas safety check. Home energy advisors will visit on request to mark 
team Tel: 0645 555 404  leaflet.  Large print.  controls, provide adaptations and energy advice free of charge. 

Calortex.  Leaflet. 
Contact: Nicky Mercer Tel: 01793 555 914 

Gas Care Service Register Yes  Talking bills.  Annual free safety check. Meter re-positioning where necessary. "Looking 
at provision of adaptations". 

Eastern Natural Gas.  Leaflet. Special Services Register  ' I Yes Large print. Braille. Customer Services will give advice on adaptations. 
Contact: Customer Services Tel: 0345 236 236 

London Electricity. Contact: Special needs  Services for disabled leaflet. 
helpline Tel: 0800 269450  Available in Braille. 

Special Needs Register  Yes Telephone bills. 
Large print. Braille. 

Free gas safety checks. Advice on adaptations, free where possible. 

MEB Midlands Gas.  Leaflet.  Register of Special Needs  Yes  Talking bills.  Will re-position meter. Advice on adaptations - but there is a charge for 
Contact: Carolyn Sorrow Tel: 0121 544 2988  clients  fitting. 

North Wales Gas. Contact: Customer Helpline  Leaflet. Available in large print. 
Tel: 01978 833 233 

Special Needs Register Yes  Talking bills. Large 
print. 

Free annual safety check. Staff can visit homes to fit adaptations to 
appliances - free of charge. 

Northern Energy (Energy Supplies UK Ltd).  Leaflet. 
Contact: Customer Services Tel: 01423 772 300 

Energy Care Register Yes Braille. Large print. 
Talking bills. 

Telephone advice available, but staff could visit homes and give advice on 
request. 

Northern Electric.* Contact: Peter Bousfield,  Leaflet. 
Support Services Tel: 0191 210 4035 

Special Needs Register Yes Talking bills. Large 
print. Braille. 

Customer Service staff will visit homes on request. "Presentations to 
students at Henshaw's College provides useful feedback". 

Norweb Gas.  Code of Practice still being written 
Contact: Gary Goulding Tel: 0161 873 8000  & awaiting Ofgas approval. 

Special Needs Register  Yes Large print. Braille.  Energy Efficiency Advisers will advise over telephone initially, but staff can do 
home visits to give advice on adaptation and appliances. Staff are RNIB trained. 

Scottish Power.  Leaflet. "Carefree" news magazine  Special Needs Register  Yes  Braille. Large print.  Meter re-positioning. Customer service staff will visit homes on request to 
Contact: Customer Services Tel: 0141 568 6420  for customers with special needs.  Talking bills. adapt controls free of charge. 

Available on audio cassette. 

Southern Electric Gas.*  Booklet in draft form - not yet 
Contact: Pippa Lee Tel: 01628 822 166  available. 

Careline Voluntary Register Yes  Talking bills. Large 
print. Braille. 

Careline phone service with trained staff to give advice on adaptations. 

Sterling Gas.  Code of Practice (available in large  Will keep a record of Yes  Talking bills. Large Information and advice available on adaptations - will advise on supplier 
Contact: Geoff Mantle Tel: 0115 935 8336  print, audio cassette or Braille).  customers with disabilities  print. Braille.  and cost. 

SWALEC Gas. Contact: Mandy Newton,  Leaflet available in large print.  Register of clients with  Yes  Large print. Braille.  Free annual check. Re-positioning of meter. 
Customer Services Manager Tel: 01222 334 355  special needs  Talking bills. 

SWEB Gas. Contact: Peter Pearce, Special Needs  Leaflet.  Special Needs Register 
Advisor Tel: 01392 448600 

Yes  Large print. Audio  Details as SWEB, electricity supply details. 
cassette. Braille. 

York Gas. 
Contact: Customer Services Tel: 01904 686 100 

Leaflet. Gas Care Register Yes Telephone bills. 
Large print. 

Free safety check. Appliances can be adapted on request (there may be a 
charge). 

Yorkshire Electricity. Contact: Jane Smith, 
Customer Liaison Tel: 0114 270 5575 

Leaflet. Available in large print, 
audio cassette. 

Care Register Yes Large print. Braille. 
Talking Bill. 

Free gas safety check. Customer liaison staff can visit to advise on 
adaptations. 

* As for electricity customers 



Additional Notes 

Cookers with Flame Protection Devices 

No company was identified which 
manufactures a gas cooker that will fail to 
safety should the gas flame go out. 
However, a manufacturer was identified 
who produce a gas hob which has 
automatic ignition to individual burners 
should the flame be extinguished. This is 
the Stoves 600 GR. It can be installed over 
appropriate ovens or above drawers and 
cupboards. 



Additional Notes 

  

    

The Owl Mark 

The Owl Mark is a product endorsement 
given by the University of Birmingham to 
show that the product has been evaluated 
by the Centre for Applied Gerontology and 
found to be suitable for use by older 
people. Only equipment that conforms to 
British Standards is considered. The live 
appliance is used by 60 - 70 older people 
with a variety of disabilities, including 
sight impairments, over several days. They 
complete a questionnaire covering aspects 
such as safety, ease of use, comfort and 
appearance. The information is analysed 
and if there is a positive response of at least 
90% the equipment will be issued with the 
Owl Mark. The company can register the 
specific piece of equipment only, not their 
products in general. 



Licensed electricity suppliers 

Information collated May 1998 

Supplier Provision of information Customer registration Password Billing services Services available 

British Gas. Trading Contact: Customer Services Special Services leaflet. Audio Care register Yes Large print. Talking Home Energy Advisors will visit on request to mark controls, provide 
Tel: 0465 555 404 cassette. bills. Braille. adaptations and energy advice free of charge. 

East Midlands Electricity. Contact: Robert Sharp Leaflet available in large print and Special Needs Register Yes Braille. Large print. Customer Service Advisors available to give telephone advice, will arrange 
Tel: 0115 901 0101 audio cassette. Talking bills. home visits in special circumstances. 

Eastern Group. Contact: Sarah Paul, Customer Customer Services Guide. Large Special Services Register Yes Talking bills. Large Customer Service Advisors will give telephone advice and can do home visits 
Services Tel: 0345 290 290 print and Braille print. Audio tapes. to advise on controls and adaptations. 

Braille. 

London Electricity. Contact: Rita Cudd, Energy 
Efficiency Team Tel: 0171 725 3141 

Leaflet. Special Needs Register Yes Talking bills. Large 
print. Braille. 

"If necessary, a suitably trained person will call at your home". 

Manweb. Contact: Nia Hughes, Community 
Relations Adviser Tel: 01978 823 681 

Leaflet in large print and Braille. Special Needs Register Yes Braille. Large print. 
Talking bills. 

Partnership with RNIB to produce audio versions of all customer service 
material. 

Midlands Electric. Contact: Kim Jones, Energy Leaflet available in large print and Register for customers Yes, part of Talking bills. Large Advice available on special controls and adaptations. 
Efficiency Manager Tel: 0121 423 3018 Braille. with special needs police print. Braille. 

'Doorstoppers 
Campaign" 

Northern Electric. Contact: Peter Bousfield, 
Support Services Tel: 0191 210 4035 

Leaflet. Special Needs Register Yes Talking bills. Large 
print. Braille. 

Customer Service staff can visit homes. Will fit adaptations, but may charge. 
EEACs contracted to provide energy efficiency advice services to domestic 
customers and will provide information material in large type or audio cassette 
if requested. "Presentations to students at Henshaw's College provides 
useful feedback". 

Norweb. Contact: Gary Goulding, Energy Leaflet available in large print and Voluntary Register of Yes Large print. Braille. Home visits from staff trained to C&G 6176. "Staff receive training from 
Efficiency Engineer Tel: 0161 873 8000 audio cassette. disabled customers RNIB". Advice on Braille controls for appliances. 

Scottish Power Contact: Customer Services Leaflet. "Carefree" magazine for Special Needs Register Yes Braille. Large print. Customer service staff will visit homes on request to adapt controls free of 
Tel: 0141 568 6420 customers with special needs. Talking bills. charge. 

Available on audio cassette. 

Scottish Hydro Electric. Contact: Linda Young 
Tel: 01738 453 824 

Leaflet available in large print. Care Connection Yes Braille.Large print. 
Talking bills. 

Will give advice on special controls and adaptations. Energy efficiency 
advisors will also give advice. 

Seeboard. Contact: Heather Fulford, Senior 
Education Advisor Tel: 01293 656 021 

Leaflet - including advice sheets. Special Needs Register Yes Talking bills. Large 
print. Audio cassette. 

Special Care Officers will visit homes and will advise on adaptations. 

SWEB. Contact: Chris Thomas, Energy Efficiency 
Manager Tel: 011 7 452 137 

Leaflet. Special Needs Register Yes Large print. Audio 
cassette. Braille. 

Special Needs Advisors will do home visits. Tape message service - customers 
can send in audio tape queries, will advise on adaptations - fitting "may be 
free". Nominated for RNIB "See It Right" Award 1998. 

Southern Electric. Contact: Pippa Lee, Public Leaflet and audio tape. Careline Voluntary Yes Talking bills. Large Careline phone service with trained staff to give advice on adaptations. Leaflet 
Relations Officer Tel: 01628 822 166 Register print. Braille. gives advice on Bump-ons, Hi-marks. Can get free power point raisers and plugs. 

Yorkshire Electric. Contact: Jane Smith, 
Customer Liaison Tel: 0114 270 5575 

Special Services statement available 
in large print and audio cassette. 

Care Register Yes Large print. Braille. 
Audio cassette. 

Customer Liaison Officers will visit homes to advise on adaptations. 

Telephone bill. 

SWALEC. Contact: Customer Services 
Tel: 01222 792 111 

Leaflet in large print. Registration Service Yes Large print. Braille. 
Audio cassette. 

Special controls and adaptations provided free of charge. Telephone advice 
service. 

Telephone bill. 



Contents of the pack 

General awareness-raising about visual 
impairment 

Material from the RNIB will be provided 
here. The RNIB produce a series of leaflets 
on the nature of visual impairment and on 
meeting and communicating with visually 
impaired people. 

Use of existing equipment 

Drawing on the feedback from the focus 
group, some of the issues raised will be 
described e.g. the desire to keep existing 
familiar appliances; the ways in which 
individuals deal with controls and how 
this can be maximised for efficiency; and 
identifying individual needs for special 
`high marks' and 'bumps' to show 
appropriate settings for controls. 

Products 

Specifically designed products for the 
visually impaired, comprising the list of 
appropriate products which is included in 
Appendix 2 of this report. 

Lighting 

Outline of special considerations and 
consultation with clients before low-energy 
lights are fitted. 

Suppliers. The provision of large print bills, 
talking bills, and particularly the 
availability of Password schemes are 
especially relevant. The role of local Social 
Services will also be outlined. There are 
local variations in service provision, but 
special services, assistance with 
modifications etc can generally be 
provided. 

Safety 

Issues about safe and client-centred 
working practices if energy advice/HEES 
staff are in the home of a visually impaired 
person, including ventilation, equipment 
etc. 

List of resources and contacts 

This will include some national 
organisations, but will also encourage 
advisors to produce a list of local contacts. 
This can work as a two-way referral system. 
For example knowing where to refer a 
visually impaired client, and also the 
appropriate channels of communication 
with visually impaired people, for example 
talking newspapers for promoting HEES. 

Appendix 4 

Dissemination of findings 

Dissemination of EANVIP findings 

Copies of this report to be made available 
to interested parties with the permission of 
Eaga Charitable Trust. 

Articles to be prepared for: 

NEA 
• Members Newsletter 

• Voluntary Sector Newsletter 

• Energy Action 

RNIB 
• RNIB Housing Service Newsletter 

• Update 

• New Beacon 

British Gas 
• NRG 

• Other internal publications 

Eaga 
• HEES News 

• The Installer 

Press notices to be circulated: 

• National press 

• Social Affairs correspondents 

• National radio 

Appendix 3 

Information pack for City and Guilds 6176 Trainers 

• NCVO magazine 

• BBC Radio 4's 'In Touch' programme 

• Manufacturers/suppliers publications 
where appropriate 

• Voluntary sector publications: 
Third Sector 
Community Affairs Briefing 

Individual correspondence to: 

• Gas and electricity regulators 

• Gas Consumers Council 

• Electricity Consumers' Committees 

• Individual fuel companies 

• Consumers' Association 

• National Consumer Council 

• Other voluntary sector organisations. 

• Regional papers - (particularly North 
Services available 
 West) 

Special services available from the licensed  • Talking newspapers 
gas suppliers and Public Electricity 
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NEA is the national energy efficiency 
charity which develops and promotes 
energy efficiency strategies and services to 
tackle the heating and insulation problems 
of low-income households. It achieves this 
through a combination of policy 
development and practical action, working 
in a partnership with central and local 
government; the fuel utilities and energy 
suppliers; and the voluntary sector. NEA 
works to alleviate fuel poverty and to 
enable those who are poor or vulnerable to 
achieve affordable warmth. 
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