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Executive Summary 

 

Introduction  

 

This report gives the results of a research study into the additional needs 

and costs faced by people with vision impairment.  The research used 

the established Minimum Income Standard (MIS) methodology to 

examine how much more it costs someone who is vision impaired to 

achieve a minimum acceptable standard of living compared to someone 

in similar circumstances who is fully sighted. 

 

The additional cost of living faced by disabled people is important both in 

understanding the consequences of low income for disabled people and 

in assessing the adequacy of benefit payments seeking to help them 

cover disability-related costs.  Estimating such costs has been made 

possible by the development of a Minimum Income Standard (MIS) for 

the United Kingdom, which calculates the weekly cost of a minimum 

standard of living for different households based on what members of 

the public say is needed in order to meet people’s physical needs and 

enable them to have the choices and opportunities they need to 

participate in society.   

 

Vision impairment covers a broad spectrum of sight loss and the needs 

of people in different circumstances will vary.  An earlier study (Hill et al, 

2015) estimated additional costs for a single person of working age who 

is eligible for certification as sight impaired, but not at the ‘severe’ level.  

This study extends that research to consider on the one hand the effect 

of greater impairment, by looking at additional costs for a working age 
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impaired pensioners.  These groups included more frequent taxi travel 

because they felt that using public transport can be difficult, particularly 

at night and on unfamiliar routes. 

 

Additional costs of soc ialising and going on holiday  

Groups stressed the danger of isolation for people who are vision 

impaired, and emphasised the importance of social interaction.  They 

included an additional cost to allow reciprocity when someone 

accompanies them on social trips, for example by buying them a meal.  

The budget for someone with severe sight impairment was further 

increased to allow for more and specialist activities.  The budget for a 
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The use of pre -prepared food 

Severely sight impaired people of working age and sight impaired 

pensioners said that it can sometimes be difficult and time-consuming to 

prepare food and therefore added some ready meals to the budgets.  

This created additional food costs that had not been included for a sight 

impaired working age person in the previous study.  

 

Other needs  

 A range of other items brought smaller additional costs.  Severely sight 

impaired people need sturdier footwear and to replace some clothes 

more often.  Vision impaired people in all groups emphasised the need 

for additional lighting in the home and the budget includes additional 

electricity to cover lighting being on for longer periods.  The cost of more 

expensive glasses, and for working age groups more prescriptions to 

cover sight-related medications such as eye drops, was also included.  

 

The additional cost of being vision impaired  

 

Overall, the additional costs for a working age person who is severely 

sight impaired add £116.43 to the minimum household budget.  This 

adds 60 per cent to the weekly MIS budget for a single person who is 

fully sighted, which, excluding rent, is £195.29 a week.  Around a quarter 

of the additional costs come from household services, a quarter from 

transport and travel, with social activities and additional technology costs 

accounting for 17 and 16 percent respectively.  For Braille users, 

additional equipment adds a further £6 to the weekly budget, and for 

Guide Dog owners an extra £16 results mainly from an additional need 

for cleaning.  Severely sight impaired people with no sight at all have a 
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slightly lower minimum budget (£5 less) than those who are severely 

sight impaired with a little sight, mainly because of not needing to spend 

so much on glasses and not requiring specialist lighting or a large 

computer screen. 

 

The weekly budget for a pension age person who is sight impaired is 

£75.39 more than for a single pension age person who has no sight 

impairment.  This adds 41 per cent to the main MIS budget of £182.16 a 

week excluding rent.  Over a third of the additions come from household 

services, just under a third from additional travel costs and a quarter split 

fairly evenly between additional costs for technology, social activities 

and food.  

 

The previous study showed that the main MIS budget of £195.29 per 

week for a working age person who is sighted increased by £48.77 for 

someone who is sight impaired.  This study demonstrates that there are 

significant contrasts between the overall additional costs associated with 

different degrees of vision impairment at different times of life.  In 

particular: 

• The severity of sight loss makes a large difference to the additional 

cost of sight impairment.  Having any kind of sight loss to a degree 

that makes someone eligible to be certified as sight impaired 

increases minimum costs substantially (by an estimated 25 per 

cent for a working age person) compared to being fully sighted.  
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• Someone of pension age who has acquired sight loss in adult life 

and is eligible for certification as sight impaired, faces significantly 

greater additional cost, compared to people of working age with 

the same degree of impairment.  This difference is accounted for 
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Background  

 

Understanding the cost of disability is crucial for any social support 

system that seeks to ensure that people do not have to live in undue 

hardship.  At a time when general living standards have declined, 

disability benefits are being restructured and the Government is planning 

substantial cuts to spending on welfare, the additional cost of living with 

an impairment has become a crucial issue.   In this context, the Centre 

for Research in Social Policy has started to apply its Minimum Income 

Standards (MIS) methodology to consider minimum costs for different 

categories of disabled people.   In 2014, supported by Thomas 

Pocklington Trust, it calculated additional costs for single people of 

working age who are eligible for certification as sight impaired with some 

usable sight and for people in the same demographic category who are 

profoundly deaf.  

 

That initial study showed both that such research is feasible and useful 

and that it would be valuable to extend it to other situations.   The MIS 

approach identified additional needs for the household types in question, 

developing consensus among people with the sensory impairments and 

living situations being studied, and using the needs of comparable 

households without those impairments to fix a ‘baseline’ onto which 

these additional costs can be added.  This was an important step 

because previous research on this topic has either looked at what 

disabled people actually spend (ignoring unmet need), compared 

disabled and non-disabled people on different incomes without 

pinpointing the source of additional costs, or found it hard to distinguish 

which costs are ‘additional’ to what people who are not disabled require.  
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Background Note at the end of this chapter summarises the MIS 

approach. 

 

Investigating the additional costs of sight loss  

 

The initial study used the MIS approach to measure the additional costs 

of living in two particular cases of sensory impairment (sight impaired 

and deaf).  As well as showing that there are substantial and quantifiable 

additional costs for both of the cases considered, the research also 

described the range of different spending categories in which such costs 

arise.  These include direct aids to help compensate for sensory loss, 

personal assistance, services at home and additional lifestyle
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further investigate were chosen in consultation with specialists in the 

field including Thomas Pocklington Trust, which funded the research.  

 

First is the degree of impairment.  Studying the additional needs of 

people who are eligible for certification as sight impaired raises the issue 

of how these additional needs and associated costs vary for those who 

have more limited vision.  Although fairly evenly balanced, there are 

slightly more people of working age who are registered as blind than 

registered as partially sighted in England (HSCIC, 2014).  This study 

explores the difference made to costs where the degree of impairment is 

more severe – by examining the case of a single person of working age 

who is severely sight impaired, and has little or no useable sight.  It 

looks in particular at what needs arise where sight impairment is so 

severe that there is limited scope to enhance vision and substitutes for 

vision become more important.  Comparing such a person’s 

requirements with that of someone of similar age who is sight impaired 

but not at a severe level provides evidence about what difference 

severity of impairment makes to additional costs. 

 

Within this case, the study also draws out differences for particular 

groups of people who are severely sight impaired.  Most people in this 

category do have at least a little sight, but needs can be different for 

those with none at all.  Although Guide Dogs are generally provided for 

free, it is of interest to explore what other ongoing costs are involved in 

being a Guide Dog owner.  While Braille users are a minority of severely 

sight impaired people, and Braille use is becoming less common with the 

advances in computer software technology, it is still a valued method of 

communication (Phillips and Beesley, 2011), and specialist equipment 

can be expensive.  For each of the three variations above – people with 
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So not everybody who has the minimum income is guaranteed to 

achieve an acceptable living standard.  However, anyone falling below 

the minimum is unlikely to achieve such a standard. 

 

To whom does it apply?  MIS applies to families comprising a single 

adult or couple with or without dependent children.  It covers most such 

households, with its level adjusted to reflect their makeup.  It does not 

cover families living with other adults, such as households with grown-up 

children.   

 

Where does it apply?  MIS was originally calculated as a minimum for 

Britain; subsequent research in Northern Ireland carried out in 2009 

showed that the required budgets there are all close to those in the rest 

of the UK, so the main budget standard now applies to the whole of the 

United Kingdom outside London.  The main MIS is based on research 

with households living in urban areas.  In 2010, ‘MIS Rural’ was 

published, which includes the additional costs associated with living in 

rural areas.   

 

When was it produced and how is it being updated?  The original 

research was carried out in 2007 and the findings presented in 2008, 

costed using April 2008 prices.  Every July, new MIS figures for the main 

budgets are published, updated to April of the same year.  Annual 

updates take inflation into account.  In addition, every other year new 

groups are convened to review or rebase selected budgets.   





18 
 

not essential to meet the MIS definition of the minimum are not 

included. 

• Researchers costing additional items (factoring in how long groups 

say they will last) and identifying how much this would add overall to 

the weekly minimum household budgets. 
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be generally meaningful to people, and relate to the needs of people 

eligible to be covered by the Certificate of Vision Impairment definitions 
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been acquired in adult life, and is her (o
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• Seven people aged 18-45 and 11 people aged 45-64 

• Participants who all had experience of living alone.  Thirteen were 

currently living alone, and of the five participants who were currently 

living with someone, three were living with a friend or partner who 

also had vision impairment.  

• Six participants who were in paid work, eight wh
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Running groups  

 

Accessibility of groups  

Conducting MIS groups with people who are vision impaired involves 

specific considerations with regard to facilitating communication and 

consensus.  The information that would normally be shown on flip charts 

was talked through by facilitators.  This included presenting the 

decisions made by previous groups and capturing decisions made by 

the current group.  The latter is especially important in the MIS 

methodology, since the reaching of consensus is validated partly by 
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using a review technique that has been used in previous MIS studies 

looking at difference and additional needs (for example in remote rural 

areas, in families with foster children and for sight impaired and Deaf 

working age people).  The first group in each sequence started by 

considering and amending the relevant MIS budget for a fully sighted 

single person of working or pension age.  Subsequent groups were also 

told of the main MIS budget, as well as about the revisions proposed by 

previous groups in the current study, and were asked to confirm or 

revise decisions, and to clear up areas of ambiguity.  

 

The second and third groups in the sequence for each category were 

also informed of decisions made by sight impaired working age groups 

in the previous study, and asked if and why these goods and services 

would be needed or not needed by the new case studies.  This was to 

explore whether any differences were based on different needs related 

to severity of impairment or age rather than differences in knowledge 

about what might be available.  In this respect the approach differs 

slightly from other MIS studies of additionality as it was recognised that 

people are not always aware of what is available to meet their additional 

needs – unlike research in rural areas or fostering where additionality 

involved more or different types of everyday items or services.  This is 

particularly relevant in the area of specialist equipment, devices, and 

technology that may compensate for sight loss or maximise vision. 

 

Although this method does not always result in a straightforward, 

iterative move towards consensus, and the specification of the precise 

items required could not always be agreed exactly in the groups 

themselves, the groups between them came to strong levels of 

consensus about additional needs.  The decisions reached within groups 
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The analysis has produced calculations to compare with the equivalent 

MIS budgets for someone who is not vision impaired in order to establish 

additional costs in the two new cases – a working age person who is 

severely sight impaired, and a pension age person who is sight impaired.  

In the case of the former the analysis extends to reporting differences in 

additional need and costs for someone who is a Guide Dog owner and 

for someone who uses Braille.  During the course of the working age 

groups differences also emerged in a few budget areas relating to if 

someone who is severely sight impaired has any sight or light / dark 

perception.  The following chapters set out the additional needs and cost 

implications of these two new cases and then draw comparisons with the 

case used in the previous study of a working age person who is sight 

impaired.  Costs have been adjusted to 2014 prices to enable 

comparison between the two studies.  The slight variations between 

figures reported in this and the previous study are due to changes in the 

housing tenure model in the Main MIS case study, with consequent 

implications for furnishing requirements, and adjustments to fuel costs.  

Throughout this report, the term ‘main MIS’ is used to refer to the original 

MIS budgets for people who are not vision impaired.  

 

  



29 
 

Chapter 3  The additional needs of people who are 

vision impaired  

 

This chapter looks at the additional and different needs that groups 

identified for two categories of people who are vison impaired.  It reports 

the additional and different goods and services that groups included in 

the budgets for a single working age person who lives alone and is 

severely sight impaired with little or no useable sight, and for a single 

person of pension age living on their own who is sight impaired with 

some useable sight and has acquired sight loss in adult life.  Each of 

these cases is compared to the equivalent main MIS budgets for people 

who are fully sighted.  It also explains the rationales behind these 

changes to the budgets.  This chapter looks at the needs of each of the 

above case studies in their own right.  It is also possible to compare the 

effect of severity of impairment and the effect of impairment at different 

stages of life, drawing on the two cases presented here combined with 

the case considered in the previous study (see Chapter 1).  These 
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can still make decisions but a blind person can’t do that.  So their 

decision making has got to be of a higher standard before they open the 

door.’ 

(Severely sight impaired working age person) 

 

To meet the additional security needs of a working age person who is 

severely sight impaired, groups added a door chain and a basic intercom 

to the budget to enable someone to ask who is at the door before 

opening it.  

 

The pension age groups also spoke about an 5.3( )8.50.6(e)8( t)/- b5.1(o)t�.1( a-5(y)-0.6e)t�.1( a-0.6(g o)-0. w)11.6(o)-0.6(e)-0.6( )]T282 D 
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The main MIS pension age budget includes low cost carpets in the 

bedroom and living areas, and vinyl in the bathroom and kitchen  The 

pension age groups in this research were concerned that carpets might 

not be practical as someone who is sight impaired may be more likely to 

spill drinks or drop something than someone who has full sight.  They 

felt that hard flooring is easier to clean, less likely to stain and more hard 

wearing than carpets – being able to sweep it rather than vacuum.  On 

this basis, the budget for a single pensioner who is sight impaired has 

been increased to cover a medium quality laminate in the hall, living and 

dining areas.  Groups agreed that this would also give someone the 

choice of buying a better quality carpet that would withstand more 

cleaning.  

 

Living room furniture  

The main MIS budgets include low-cost fabric seating.  All groups in this 

research felt that a fabric covered sofa would be difficult and expensive 

to keep clean, so replaced this with reasonably priced leather-type 

furniture, which is easier to wipe clean.  The additional cost could 

alternatively be used to add stain protection to fabric furniture if this was 

someone’s preference.  

 

The working age groups talked about the difficulties that people who are 

severely sight impaired can have in negotiating furniture and other 

hazards in the home.  They agreed that a coffee table should be sturdy 

enough not to be knocked over and also added a sturdy bookcase to 

store large print, audio or Braille books, which can take up a lot of space 

and can be very heavy.  
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Bathroom  

Groups made a few changes in the bathroom, all of which related to 

safety.  All groups highlighted the risks of slipping when getting in and 

out of the bath or shower.  The pension-age groups particularly linked 

these additional needs to the problems with balance that someone with 

acquired sight loss might experience.  Groups said vision impaired 

people would need a rubber mat in the bath to prevent slipping ( already 

included for  pensioners), a solid shower screen rather than curtain, 
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M: …That's it, so the only time I bother about lighting is when people 

come round. 

 

M: Even then I forget. 

 

M: Yes I've done that as well to be honest.’ 

(Severely sight impaired working age group)  

 

However, groups did include two other lighting items for those with no 

sight: timer switches for security, making it clear that the home is 

occupied, and a good quality floor lamp for the living room to make their 

home more comfortable for sight impaired friends who visit them.  

 

Curtains, nets and blinds  

Groups discussed whether the nets and curtains included in the main 

MIS budgets need to be changed in order to meet the needs of someone 

with vison impairment.  This was another area where needs vary 

depending on someone’s eye condition.  All groups noted that nets could 

inhibit the natural light in a room, and that for someone with any useable 
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and that fluctuations in the level of light entering a room can cause 

sickness.  They therefore included the option of black-out roller blinds.  

As with the budget for lighting, this additional need is not relevant to 

someone with no light/dark perception, for whom nets (for privacy) would 

suffice.  

 

Household goods and equipment  

 

Labelling  

Groups said that tactile and/or audio labelling systems are invaluable in 

enabling people who are sight impaired or severely sight impaired to live 
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Kitchen equipment  

Groups also made a number of changes and additions to the cooking 

and dining items that are in the main MIS budgets in order to make them 

suitable for people with vision impairment.  Many of these items relate to 

safety when preparing food, as well as to independence. 

 

The working age groups made some changes in the kitchen to allow for 
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with very little or no usable sight as they are more likely to rely on their 

sense of touch than looking for buttons: 

 

‘W: I think with sight impaired because you’re still in the sighted world 

really aren’t you?  So you’re still trying to see the numbers and when 

you’ve got less sight, because a lot of things aren’t accessible, you learn 

how to think right third button down on the left. 

 

M: Its buttons so over a period of time they’re going to know what button 

is where because it’s feeling. 

 

W: You’ve got the raised dot on number five so you can orientate 

yourself on the keypad, the different shape for up and down channels 

and volume.  Once you know your remote you’re used to it.  It’s when 

you get things that are new.’ 

 (Severely sight impaired working age group) 

 

The budgets also take into account the 50 per cent discount on 

television licences available to people who are registered as severely 

sight impaired1.   

 

The pension age groups also said that a television needs to have talking 

menus.  They also specified a large button remote control because a 

standard sized one can be hard to use especially if it has little colour 

contrast.  

 

                                      
1 The pension age budgets in main MIS include the cost of a television licence, 
although people aged 75 or over (irrespective of sight impairment) are entitled to a 
free licence and their budget would reduce by £1.40 per week. 
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Radio/CD player  

The groups also upgraded the CD player model included in the budget 

for a single working age person and the radio included for a single 

pensioner.  The CD player was changed to one that was also a docking 

station for an iPhone (see section on mobile phones below), allowing 

someone who is severely sight impaired to use the iPhone’s talking 

menus to access downloaded music.  

 

The pensioners’ radio was upgraded to a multi-function ‘boombox’ 

including digital radio, a CD player and a USB input.  All of the pension 

age groups stressed the importance of a radio for someone who is sight 

impaired, saying that it might well be their primary source of news and 

information, if they struggled with printed materials or did not enjoy using 

the television.  They therefore thought that the radio should be digital 

rather than analogue, to ensure clear quality.  They also said that this 

would enable someone to pre-programme stations, rather than having to 

scan through which can be tricky.  Reflecting upon how easy it can be 
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adaptive equipment that enhance residual sight or provide an alternative 

to sight (such as audio) for someone who is vision impaired have also 

been included.   

 

Mobile phone  

The main MIS budgets include a mobile phone.  For working age people 

this is a small standard smartphone, and for pensioners it is a basic non-

smart phone.  Both the working age and pension age groups agreed that 

a mobile phone is essential but that a different model would be required 

to make it easier to use for someone who is vision impaired, with 

different solutions put forward to best suit their needs. 

 

The working age groups agreed that the basic smartphone in the main 

MIS budget for a single working age person who is fully sighted should 
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‘Q: Are there any things that the iPhone does that you use it for in other 

ways that would be useful, that would help Susan, specifically in terms of 

the sight impairment? 

 

M: Internet, everything. 

 

M: 
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easier to get information or make arrangements by telephone than going 

on-line.  

 

The working age groups included unlimited internet connection as they 

said that someone of working age who is severely sight impaired would 

likely place greater demands on the broadband capacity than someone 

who is fully sighted.  This could include using it to download audio books 
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about the level of support that a pensioner who is sight impaired might 

require in dealing with IT and technology on an ongoing basis.  

Examples given included needing someone to come and help when 

dealing with a change to WiFi or a computer virus, or when setting up a 

new phone system.  Participants drew on their own experiences to 

describe how a lack of familiarity with technology combined with sight 

impairment compounded their difficulty in resolving problems on their 

own:  

 

‘M: Well I recently went from cable broadband to WIFI and I wasn't 
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Printing and scanning 

The main MIS does not include a printer at home for a single working 

age or pension age person, but allows money in the budget for printing 

at a shop or library.  Both the working age and pension age groups felt 

that there was a greater need to be able to print at home for someone 

who is vision impaired. 

 

Working age groups expressed particular concerns about confidentiality 

in discussions about printing.  They felt that dealing with personal 

documents in a print shop, where someone who is severely sight 

impaired could be relying on help from a staff member, would risk 

someone’s privacy, ‘like washing your laundry in public’:  

 

‘M: It could be anything, any document that you want to print.  It doesn’t  
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without vision 
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(Severely sight impaired working age person) 

 

Although groups had discussed using other systems to label their 

clothes, such as the Penfriend or putting safety pins under the arms of 
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label it and it's much easier to label a ready meal than it is to label five 

separate ingredients.’ 

(Severely sight impaired working age person) 

 

The food budget for a working age person who is severely sight impaired 

has been adjusted to include four ready-made meals per week and more 

pre-prepared vegetables, which they said would be easier, quicker and 

safer to use.  

 

The pension age groups  felt that ready-made meals, which could be 

microwaved or ‘bunged in the oven’, were a safer option than cooking 

from scratch, particularly for someone who was adjusting to having lost 

their sight in adulthood, and who was living alone.  They felt that the 

budget should include the option of three home delivered ready meals 

per week to reduce the need for shopping trips which could be tiring and 

stressful.  However, they noted that this increase to the budget would 

enable someone to purchase pre-prepared meals from a supermarket if 

they wanted to shop around. 

 

The modest amount included in MIS food budgets for occasional eating 

out or takeaway meals, as part of social participation, were left mainly 

unchanged by both sets of visually impaired groups.  The one addition 

was a delivery charge for takeaways, specified by the working age 

groups to avoid someone who is severely sight impaired having to travel 

to the restaurant to pick it up.  
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Personal goods and healthcare  

 

Clothing and footwear  

Adaptations to clothing and footwear were specified by working age 

groups for severely sight impaired people, but not by pension age 

groups in the case where sight impairment was not severe.  The working 

age groups agreed that someone’s outer clothing can need replacing 

more often if they are severely sight impaired, and reduced the duration 

of the coat and jacket in the budget. They observed that roadside 

hedges and other rough surfaces can be a source of wear and tear and 

said that if someone has a Guide Dog one side of their coat can get 

worn out quickly due to having the lead in one arm.  

 

‘W:….walking into hedges and things like that. You do damage them 

more. I mean I get rub burns on mine and I use a long cane, but my arm 

is stiff against here. 

 

M:…. Yes, coats and jackets.  I would really struggle to keep a coat 

looking smart for anything more than a couple of months.’ 

(Severely sight impaired working age group) 

 

Groups also added a peaked cap to the budget for a single working age 

person who is severely sight impaired to protect against overhanging 

branches that would not necessarily be detectable with a cane or guide 

Dog. They also said that some people who are severely sight impaired 

need to block the sunlight from their eyes.  

 

The working age groups also included two adaptations to footwear to 

take account of the needs of someone who is severely sight impaired: 
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‘I pay for my cleaner but she does everything.  She even cleans the 

kettle, I watched her and she absolutely does everything, my place is 

spotless and it smells really nice.  That’s how I like it’     

(Sight impaired pension age person) 

 

The working age groups also identified ‘odd jobs’ that would require 
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The pension age groups also included an additional cost in the budget to 

cover some occasional additional help for larger tasks like cleaning the 

oven or windows, taking down curtains, or sorting out cupboards or a 

wardrobe.  

 

Dealing with paperwork  

Help with paperwork in the home was another area that both groups 

discussed needing support with. 

 

Working age groups said that someone who is severely sight impaired 

would benefit from paying for someone to help with a range of 

paperwork related tasks.  This included reading post, filing documents, 

filling out forms, writing Christmas cards or labelling shopping.  Some 

participants felt that this could be carried out by someone who also did 

the cleaning, but pointed out that the person would be dealing with 

confidential information and would need to be of a ‘certain calibre’ and 

also DBS checked.  They included an amount in the severely sight 

impaired budget to allow for formal support for one hour per week. 

 

Although some participants in the pension age groups suggested that 

someone of pension age who is sight impaired could manage their 

paperwork themselves using the additional lighting and magnifier 

included in the budget, it was felt that this would not be sufficient for 

everyone, and said that the budget needed to cover the cost of some 

additional help.  People in the pension age groups who had acquired 

sight loss were particularly concerned about trust and divulging financial 

information to others, and groups decided that a pensioner who is sight 

impaired would be more likely to get help with paperwork from 
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somebody ‘close’ to them such as a family member or good friend, 

rather than from a professional.  It was therefore agreed that an 

additional £5 a week should be included in the budget to allow someone 

of pension age who is sight impaired to buy a gift or give a token amount 
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Household bills  

 

Energy costs  

Groups felt that someone who is sight impaired or severely sight 

impaired with a little usable sight is likely to have higher energy bills.  
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Walking  
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W: It’s support, terrific support, you’re with likeminded people. 
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‘W: If you're doing self-catering and you haven't got any of your 

equipment and you're in an unfamiliar kitchen it would be a nightmare 
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coach travel to the holiday destination as assistance is provided to get to 

the train and there is more space for a Guide Dog. 

 

The main MIS budget for a single pension age adult includes the cost of 

two coach holidays; one week and one weekend break.  Pension age 

groups felt that this type of holiday would suit the needs of someone who 

is sight impaired – it includes travel from the local area, no need to 

transport luggage, has company of others and includes meals at the 

hotel – and made no changes to the budget. 
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useable sight or light/dark perception makes a difference to costs are 

discussed. 

 

Additional cost of household serv ices: £30.71 a week  

The addition of regular domestic help to the budget greatly increases the 

weekly cost of household services for a working age person who is 



82 
 

The bus pass included in the main MIS budget for a single working age 

person, which costs £16.25 per week, has been removed from the 

budget.  However, the addition of five peak journeys by bus to enable 

someone to get to work each morning adds £12.00 to the budget.  This 

means that the saving on bus travel is only £4.25 per week.  In a local 

authority where anytime bus travel is free for disabled people, the 

additional cost of transport would be reduced to £16.14 per week. 

Removing the costs associated with riding a bike reduces the budget by 

53 pence per week.  These costs are set out in Table 1. 

 

Table 1 The additional cost of transport and travel for a working 
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Additional cost of social activities, hobbies and holidays: £19.28 a 

week 

Increasing the weekly budget for social activities to cover the cost of 

additional, specialist activities and adding a small amount to treat a 

friend to thank them for accompanying and supporting them during 

social activities adds £14.36 to the budget for a working age person who 

is severely sight impaired.  An annual subscription to the RNIB talking 
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Table 2 The additional cost of social activities for a working age 

person who is severely sight impaired 

£ per week (April 2014 

prices)  

Single 

working 

age person 

without 

sight 

impairment  

Single 

working 

age person 

who is 

severely 

sight 

impaired  

Cost of 

additional 

and/or 

different 

items  

Regular social activities 

and hobbies  
20.00 35.50 15.50 

Holidays  3.73 7.52 3.79 

Total  23.73 43.02 19.28 

 

Additional technology needs: £18.11 a week  

As discussed earlier in this report, groups considering the needs of a 

working age person who is severely sight impaired highlighted a number 

of additional and different needs relating to technology.  Table 3 shows 

that the largest single cost related to technology (£8.41 per week) comes 

from replacing a cheap contract smartphone with an iPhone 5c that is 

expected to last for only one year.  This includes the cost of a contract 

that provides a significantly larger amount of data per month, a 

protective cover, and a Bluetooth keyboard to use with the phone.  

 

The inclusion of a larger laptop or desktop computer with a faster 

processor adds £2.85 to the weekly budget, whilst the need for IT 

training and support adds £2.59.  The weekly cost of specialist 

magnification and screen reading software for someone of working age 
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who is severely sight impaired with little sight is £1.83.  Variance in 

computing costs for someone with no useable sight is discussed below. 

 

The inclusion of a landline also adds a significant amount to the weekly 

budget, but this is partly offset by the cheaper cost of broadband when it 

is provided through a landline rather than via a dongle.  The resulting 

additional cost is £1.36 per week. 
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Table 4 The additional cost of clothing, personal goods and 

health care for a working age person who is severely sight impaired  

 £ per week (April 

2014 prices)    

Single 

working age 

person 

without 

sight  

impairment  

Single 

working age 

person who 

is severely 

sight 

impaired  

Cost of 

additional 

and/or 

different 

items  

Clothing and footwear  6.76 10.01 3.25 

Glasses *  0.48 2.88 2.40 

Prescriptions  0.62 1.54 0.93 

Cane 0.00 0.28 0.28 

Rucksack  0.00 0.24 0.24 

Eye test  0.19 0.00 -0.19 

Total  8.05 14.95 6.91 

*Variance in these costs for someone with no useable sight is discussed 

below 

 

Additional cost of household fittings, furnishings and selected 

household goods:  £3.96 a week 

The specialist lighting needed by a working age person who is severely 

sight impaired adds £1.83 to the weekly budget.  Changes made to the 

living room furniture add 97 pence a week, and the inclusion of 

additional and different equipment for cooking and dining adds 85 pence 

a week.  Changing the net curtains in the main MIS budget to blackout 

blinds adds 13 pence to the weekly budget, and changes in the 

bathroom add 9 pence.  The addition of a door chain and intercom for 

security adds 7 pence a week, and adding a doormat increases the 

budget by 2 pence a week.  Differences in the budgets for lighting, 
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someone of working age who is severely sight impaired.  Note that this 

calculation is based on LED bulbs for the main lights which are more 

efficient and longer lasting than other types.  The use of halogen bulbs, 

for example, would increase this figure by £2.02 a week.  Difference in 

the budget for lighting energy consumption for someone with no sight or 

light / dark perception is discussed below. 

 

Amending the contents insurance to include cover for accidental 

damage and for taking expensive goods such as glasses or a laptop 

outside of the home adds 17 pence to the weekly budget. 

 

The overall impact of additional needs on the weekly budget for a 

single working age person who is severely sight impaired  

In total, the weekly budget for a single working age person who is 

severely sight impaired is £116.43 more than that needed for a single 

person of working age who is not sight impaired.  This adds 60 per cent 

to the weekly MIS budget for a working age person who is fully sighted, 

which, excluding rent, is £195.29 a week, bringing the cost for a working 

age person who is severely sight impaired to £311.72 a week 

 

Figure 1, displayed as a pie chart below, shows the composition of the 

additional costs faced by the core case of a single working age person 

who is severely sight impaired and how these are distributed across a 

range of different budget areas.  Variation in a few of these budget areas 

for someone with no useable sight is described further below. 

 

Figure 1 shows that the additional cost of household services (£30.71) 

accounts for 26 per cent of the additional weekly budget for a working 

age person who is severely sight impaired.  This includes the need to 
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Figure 1  (described above)  Components of additional costs for a 

single working age person who is severely sight impaired  

  

 

Variations in the budget for a single working age person 

who is severely sight impaired  

 

As detailed earlier in this report, the groups discussing the needs of a 

working age person who is sight impaired considered additional needs 

that are associated with being a Guide Dog owner or a Braille user. 

During the process of reaching consensus on what someone who is 

severely sight impaired needs, groups also highlighted areas of the 

budget where needs differ according to whether someone has any 

usable sight or light/dark perception. 

 

£30.71 
 (26%) 

£27.50 
(24%) 

£19.28 (17%) 

£18.11 
 (15%) 

£9.23  
(8%) 

£6.91 (6%) 

£3.96 (3%) £0.73 (1%) 

Household Services

Transport and Travel

Social Activities

Technology and Electrical Goods

Food and Drink

Clothing, Personal Goods and
Services

Household Fittings, Furniture and
Goods

Household Bills
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The figure above summarises the core budget for a single working age 

person who is severely sight impaired with little or no sight. The sections 

below summarise the differences in the budget that result from additional 

and/or different items included for someone who is a Guide Dog owner 

or a Braille user, and where having no useable sight or light/dark 

perception makes a difference to costs for a working age person who is 

severely sight impaired. 

 

Additional costs associated with being a Guide Dog owner: £16.39 

per week  

Groups agreed on an additional range of goods and services that need 

to be included in the weekly budget for a Guide Dog owner.  The most 
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display for use with a computer costs £5.26 per week.  The remainder of 

the additional costs for a Braille user consists of the cost of a Perkins 

Brailler (39 pence) and special Braille paper (29 pence), and a Braille 

labelling system (12 pence per week).  

 

Differences in the budget for a single working age person with no 

usable sight: £5. 44 per week less  

The additional weekly cost of personal goods and health care for a 
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by those who are severely sight impaired but have a little remaining 

vision, representing the cost of making the most of the sight that they 

have through enhancements, including lighting and visual aids, that are 
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Additional costs for a single pensioner who is sight 

impaired  

 

The following discussion quantifies the differences between the MIS 

budget for a single person of pension age, who is living alone and is 
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Table 7 
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The overall impact of additional needs on the weekly budge t for a 
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further eight per cent of the additional costs faced by a pensioner who is 

sight impaired. Six per cent of the additional weekly budget arises from 

changes to the household fittings, furniture and goods (£4.73).  Three 

per cent of the additional costs result from changes to the personal 

goods in the budget (£2.04), including the increased cost of glasses and 

the addition of a rucksack and cane.  

 

Figure 2  (described above)   Components of the additional budget 

for a single pension age person who is sight impaired  

 

  

£26.32   
(35%) 

£24.17  (32%) 

£6.21 
(8%) 

£5.91 
(8%) 

£5.70 
(8%) 

£4.73 (6%) 

£2.04 
 (3%) £0.32  (0.5%) 

Household Services

Transport and Travel

Technology and Electrical Goods

Social Activities

Food and Drink

Household Fittings, Furniture and
Goods

Personal Goods and Services

Household Bills
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Chapter 5: Differences in additional needs and costs 

by degree  of sight loss and life stage  

 

The previous chapters highlighted how life costs more for a single 

person with vision impairment than for a sighted person.  They 

considered the additional needs and costs for two particular cases: a 

working-age person who is severely sight impaired and someone of 
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impaired’ refers to the central case of someone with a severe 

impairment with little or no usable sight).  As outlined in Chapter 4 there 

are a few categories of costs where there is variation particular to people 

with no usable sight or light/dark perception which makes a very small 

difference to the overall budget.   

 

FIGURE 3 Overall costs for single people who a re sighted and 

vision impaired .

 

 

The overall weekly costs for single people who are sighted and vision 

impaired are set out above in a flow diagram (Figure 3).  This shows that 

for a working age person who is sighted the main MIS budget is 

£195.29.  This increases by £48.77 to £244.06 for someone who is sight 

impaired, and by another £67.66 to £311.72 for someone who is 

severely sight impaired.  In the case of a pension age person the main 

MIS budget for someone who is sighted is £182.16 which increases by 

Sighted 
£195.29 

Main MIS 

Sighted 
£182.16 

Main MIS 

Sight 
impaired 
£244.06 

Severely sight 
impaired 
£311.72 

Sight impaired 
(acquired) 
£257.55 

If no usable sight 
Less £5.44 

+£48.77 +£67.66 



107 
 

£75.39 to £257.55 for someone who is sight impaired.  
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Note that some of the figures used in the table above have been 

rounded. 

 

Figure 3, described above, shows significant contrasts between the 

overall additional costs associated with different degrees of vision 

impairment at different times of life.  In particular, it shows: 

• That the severity of sight loss makes a large difference to the 

additional cost of sight impairment.  Having any kind of sight loss to a 

degree that makes someone eligible for certification as sight impaired 

increases minimum costs substantially (by an estimated 25 per cent 

for a working age person) compared to being fully sighted.  However, 

having a severe impairment increases the cost by 60 per cent of a 

sighted person’s budget.  Table 9 shows that most of this difference 

arises from the additional cost of household services, transport and 

social participation.  

• That someone of pension age who has acquired sight loss in adult life 

and is eligible for certification as sight impaired faces significantly 

greater additional cost, compared to people of working age with the 

same degree of impairment.  Table 9 shows that this difference is 

accounted for by three areas with higher costs for pensioners – 

household services, transport and food – but that this is partly offset 

by somewhat lower pensioner additions in other areas including 

technology. 

   

The remainder of this chapter looks more closely at the source of these 

differences. 
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Severity of sight loss –  comparing working age sight 

impaired and severely sight impaired additional needs and 

costs  

 

Services and support in the home  

A key difference between the two working age budgets for household 

goods and services relates to the need for a higher level of personal 

support or bought in services in the home for someone who is severely 

sight impaired than for someone sight impaired, resulting in a difference 

in additional costs of £17.25 per week.  Both sets of groups agreed that 

someone sight impaired or severely sight impaired would need two 

hours of general cleaning per fortnight (or one hour a week).  In addition, 

severely sight impaired groups said that those with little or no sight 

would require extra help with certain other tasks, particularly more fiddly 

or detailed work.  This additional need for someone who is severely sight 

impaired is met with a further addition to the budget (£14.42 per week) to 

cover help with jobs such as deep cleaning, checking through a fridge, 
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Transport   

The main difference in the additional working age transport costs relates 

to a greater use of taxis for someone who is severely sight impaired, 

which results in an additional cost of £20.70 per week  compared to the 

budget for the sight impaired case in the previous study.  It was felt that 

someone with little or no sight would need to take taxis more often to 

participate in more leisure activities and maintain social networks of 

friends that may  be more geographically spread if someone who is long 

term severely sight impaired has attended a specialist VI school or 

college.  Secondly, while the sight impaired working age groups in the 

previous study agreed to one extra taxi per week, most travel was 

expected to be by bus.  As noted in the previous chapter, p
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including the use of audio books which were not added to the working 

age sight impaired budget. 

 

Technology  

As outlined in Table 9 above, the budget for technology was higher for a 

working age person who is severely sight impaired than for someone 

who is sight impaired.  Most notably the mobile phone accounts for 

£3.81 difference per week.  While both groups included an iPhone (for 

accessibility reasons described in the previous chapter), the severely 

sight impaired budget was increased more significantly to include more 

data and to allow for a shorter duration of the handset compared to 

budget for people who are sight impaired. 

 

Likewise, groups in both studies outlined the importance to someone of 

working age who is sight impaired or severely sight impaired of the 

computer as a means of communication, keeping in touch and access to 

information.  However, people who are severely sight impaired outlined 

greater demands on the computer in relation to, their reliance on 

computer accessibility software, and the need for a higher specification 

model to support the software and meet the greater needs of someone 

who has little or no sight. They also included a higher budget for IT 

support to cover training and more broad technology support.  These 

changes added £3.30 more to the working age budget for someone who 

is severely sight impaired compared to someone who is sight impaired.   

 

Technology was important to working age sight impaired groups in the 

previous study but appeared to be more important to the severely sight 

impaired groups.  There was more focus on speech software than 

magnification – reflecting the need to replace rather than enhance vision.  
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While participants in the working age sight impaired groups outlined how 

the iPhone was a ‘multi-use’ device, its use was extended further to 

provide solutions, and indeed alternatives to often more expensive 

standalone assistive devices for someone who is severely sight impaired.  

Severely sight impaired groups felt that the magnification on the iPhone 

was sufficient to meet a minimum need and someone with little or no 

sight would rely more on the built in screen reader, dictation and 

assistance features of the phone, rather than the electronic magnifier 

included in the sight impaired budget (reducing the additional cost by 

£1.03 per week).  They also included additional or better quality apps to 

those in the sight impaired budgets, for example a GPS app to help with 

navigation, a more expensive scanning app that tells someone with little 

or no sight when the document is lined up correctly – these made a 

difference of less than 20 pence per week.  This meant that the iPhone 

was expected to have very heavy use which was reflected in the shorter 

duration attached to it by severely sight impaired compared to sight 

impaired groups.  One further difference was that someone of working 

age who is certified as severely sight impaired is entitled to a discounted 

TV licence which accounts for £1.40 per week reduction in the severely 

sight impaired compared to the sight impaired budget. 

 

There were a few areas of additional need which arose in the working 

age severely sight impaired groups that were not previously included in 

the sight impaired budgets, where the increased severity of sight 

impairment bro
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that they could prepare and cook their food with a few modifications to 

kitchen equipment.  In contrast, groups in the current study agreed to 

increase the food budget (adding £8.65 per week) for someone severely 
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In the previous study, a number of changes to the budget related to 
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the pension age than working age budget – resulting in a difference of 

61 pence more per week.  

 

These differences in additional technology costs provide an insight into a 

key age related difference in meeting the additional needs associated 

with sight impairment for working age and pension age.  Technology 

was seen by working age groups as a resource to draw on to a far more 

wide-ranging degree than by pensioner groups.  For example, the 

iPhone was valued as a ‘multi-use’ device, the ability to scan, 

communicate by text, email and look up information and add apps to 

further utilise its features.  Pension age groups generally thought of the 

mobile as just a phone to use when someone was out or in an 

emergency (in the latter situation, the reverse applied to the landline 

phone for working age groups).  The computer or laptop was again a key 

means of communication, source of information and entertainment for 

sight impaired working age groups but most often viewed by pensioners 

as for more occasional use, looking up something in particular, or for 

sending the odd email.  It should be noted that the pension age groups 

included a range of experiences – from a few who were ‘tech savvy’, to 

those who had no experience at all of computers, but not enough were 

in the former category to create a consensus over the wider uses 

specified by working age groups.  This is an area where views might 

change over time as computer use becomes more common and 

generations more familiar with such technology become older.  

 

Food  

Groups in the previous research felt no need to change the food budget 

for someone of working age who is sight impaired.  However, the 

pension age groups increased the budget to include some ready meals 
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to make life a little easier for someone older who is sight impaired.  This 

results in an additional cost of £5.70 not incurred in the working age 

budget. 

 

What came out strongly from the pension age groups was that their sight 

impairment combined with general physical deterioration associated with 

age made life harder in their view than for someone who was younger.  

They discussed how sight loss compounded by less mobility, dexterity or 

hearing loss made it difficult to adapt and, most notably, affected 

confidence.  This has implications for the costs described above, 

especially the greater use of household services and taxis, to help assist 

sight impaired pensioners overcome these difficulties. 
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One of the impacts of acquiring sight impairment in adulthood is having 

to change the way that someone has done things before  Adapting to 

new ways of doing things, sometimes later in life, can be challenging.  

People in the pension age groups discussed giving up driving and / or 

having lost a partner who had driven.  In these circumstances using a 

bus might be an unfamiliar experience made even more daunting if 

someone is sight impaired.  Pension age participants also had concerns 

about trusting others with personal paperwork.  Again, handing over 

such private matters to an ‘outsider’ is likely to be more challenging for 

someone who has always dealt with this themselves and not previously 

received external support.  

 

The emotional impact of becoming sight impaired came across very 

strongly in all of the pension age groups.  A key issue was the loss of 

confidence and feelings of vulnerability that people experienced when 

losing their sight.  As mentioned above, this fed into the pension age 
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advice that might then not be suitable.  Lack of knowledge can result in 

unmet need and/or people spending more than necessary.   

 

These points link to the importance of support and information, 
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• How much help people need in the home.  For example, a lower level 

of visual or physical ability to do domestic tasks for oneself leads 

sight impaired people to require more help in the home either if their 

condition is severe or if (among those not severely sight impaired) 

they are of pension rather than working age.  

 

• How people can stay safe.  An increased sense of vulnerability led to 

a number of additions and adaptations being made to the budgets for 

people of working age who are severely sight impaired and for people 

of pension age who are sight impaired that had not been made in the 

case of a working age person who is sight impaired.  These included 

the addition of an intercom, a door chain and/or a mobile phone with 

a panic button.  

 

• What people need outside the home.  The taxi budget was raised 

more significantly for severely sight impaired working age and sight 

impaired pension age people, reflecting the practical implications of 

having less sight or mobility, an increased sense of vulnerability and 

lack of confidence.  The importance of social networks to avoid 

isolation was reflected in increases in leisure activities budgets for 

severely sight impaired working age people, and in higher travel costs 

to enable pension age sight impaired people to get to support groups. 

 

• Use of technology as a resource.  The working age groups expected 

someone who is sight impaired or severely sight impaired to draw on 

technology to meet many of their needs, for instance making use of 

specialist assistive software to use their computer and mobile apps to 

aid independence and mobility.  Whilst the pension age groups did 

expect someone to use some adapted or specialist technologies in 
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sight loss organisations, both in helping people to meet their needs 

and in reducing the costs that they face in doing so.   

 

• The existence of other impairments.  This study focussed on the 

additional cost of vision impairment.  However, around one third of 

people registered as blind or partially sighted have an additional 

impairment, and this figure rises to around three-quarters when 

looking at people who are aged 65 or over (HSCIC, 2014).  Many 

people with sight loss face further needs and costs associated with 

additional conditions.  Furthermore, some methods of dealing with 

vision impairment depend on other senses such as touch or hearing 

and if these senses are also impaired the options for meeting needs 

in alternative ways are narrowed. 

 

• Variations in provision.  As outlined in Chapter Two, the cost of goods 

or services is included in the MIS budgets for people who are 

registered as sight impaired or severely sight impaired unless they 

are universally made available without charge.  Where people can 

access more extensive free provision, including grants or direct 

payment, and where they are aware of this entitlement, the costs 

outlined in these budgets will be reduced.  The cost of an acceptable 

standard of living also depends on how accessible services are.  For 

example, in areas where providers have made positive steps to make 

buses easier to use, people with vision impairment may need to 
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• Access to informal assistance.  The MIS budgets are calculated for 

someone living alone in the community.  Many people who are vision 

impaired do have friends or family who provide a range of help on an 

informal basis (RNIB,2013).  However, this assumption cannot be 

factored into the budget and the importance of maintaining 

independence and not relying on others was stressed throughout the 

research.  Nonetheless, someone with access to informal support 

may have less need for all of the formal assistance such as 

professional cleaning services or taxis, and thus their costs will be 
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given their need for assistance in some form when out and about.  Being 

‘unable to follow the route of an unfamiliar journey without another 

person, assistance dog or orientation aid’ meets the standard mobility 

rate and if this assistance is required to follow a familiar route this would 

entitle someone to the enhanced mobility rate.  

 

The results of this research suggest that a working age person who is 

severely sight impaired with little or no sight needs an additional £116.43 

per week to achieve a minimum acceptable standard of living.  Two 

ways that a severely sight impaired person could get PIPs close to this 

level would be to be awarded the enhanced daily living rate (£82.30) 

plus a least the standard mobility element (£21.80); or at least the 

standard daily living rate (£55.10) plus the enhanced mobility element 

(£57.45).  In other words, they would need to get both elements, with at 

least one at the enhanced level.  This would bring someone to within £4 

to £12 of the amount outlined in this study.  If they received both 

components at the standard rate they would be £40 short, whereas both 

components at the enhanced level would cover the minimum additional 

budget identified in this research.  Meeting this criteria would require 

them to demonstrate impairment across most of the potential categories 

that could apply to a vision impaired person.  Recent research with 

vision impaired PIP claimants noted some accessibility issues with the 

PIP process, people finding it harder to identify less obvious costs, and 

also the tension between the focus of the PIP assessment (on what 

people cannot do) and the independence that people strive so hard to 

achieve (Ellis, Douglas and Clarke, 2015).   

 

People of pension age claiming disability benefit are awarded 

Attendance Allowance rather than PIP, unless they have been awarded 
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Disability Living Allowance (DLA) before reaching this age8.  One issue 
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cannot do rather than to the ways in which disabled people live their 

lives, and how this influences costs.  Furthermore, these benefits will 

only cover or come close to reaching the additional costs identified in 

this study if  an award is made at the higher or enhanced benefit level.  

An ongoing study supported by Thomas Pocklington Trust, RNIB and 

Sense is looking in detail at the experiences of people with sensory 

impairment and the PIP process during 2015-2016. 
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