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New report reveals shocking scale of domestic abuse faced by
blind and partially sighted people

One in 12 visually impaired people in the UK is believed to be a victim or survivor of domestic abuse, according to a new report published today (10 October 2022) by sight loss charity the Vision Foundation. This means that 188,000 of the 2.19 million blind and partially sighted people living in this country have experience of domestic abuse, with men and women both affected.

The charity is offering interviews with Olivia Curno, Chief Executive of Vision Foundation and survivors of domestic abuse. Contact Kim Creus on kcreus@visionfoundation.org.uk or 07772 047 650 to arrange interviews. 

The Unseen: Blind and partially sighted people’s experiences of domestic abuse

Domestic abuse charity SafeLives was commissioned by the Vision Foundation in late 2021 to undertake the first ever research into the scale and nature of domestic abuse among this particularly vulnerable sector of the population. Although data[footnoteRef:1] show that people with a disability are nearly three times more likely to have experienced domestic abuse than non-disabled people, until now there has been no specific research into the impact on the sight loss community. [1:  https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/disability/articles/outcomesfordisabledpeopleintheuk/2020] 


The report describes the scale and nature of the abuse affecting people with visual impairment. The report highlights the lack of relevant knowledge and experience among organisations and professionals working in both the fields of sight loss and domestic abuse, and puts forward proposals for how to tackle the challenges and break down the barriers to help. 

“We were aware of the high risk of domestic abuse that disabled people face, but heard only occasional, anecdotal accounts of visually impaired victims from our partner organisations. We could find no targeted services and a total dearth of research.” explains Vision Foundation chief executive Olivia Curno. “Prior to The Unseen report which we are launching today, nothing existed which recorded the experiences of visually impaired victims and survivors of domestic abuse, nor the myriad barriers they face in getting support. We were shocked by what the research uncovered. It’s devastating to read, far worse than we had anticipated.”

The SafeLives research included a literature review from the last 20 years, interviews and focus groups with 78 participants throughout the UK, and a survey of 72 practitioners working in sight loss, domestic abuse, or other professions associated with this issue, such as GPs, health and social services and police.

“Our team found a stark contrast between the lack of information on domestic abuse in relation to blind and partially sighted people and the very high number of people with personal experience who wanted to take part in this research. Their experiences confirm the urgent need for action, significantly raising our expectations for people who are visually impaired” says Suzanne Jacob, chief executive of SafeLives.

Victims and survivors described their experiences of this insidious form of abuse, carried out by people in the most intimate of relationships. Accounts consisted of many common abusive behaviours, but with the added and specific vulnerabilities which can come with sight loss. This includes moving objects to cause falls, hiding with medication, withholding support such as guiding equipment, not taking victims to appointments, or watching and filming them without their knowledge. Participants also expressed very high levels of fear, particularly when not knowing where a blow or object might come from, nor how or if their children were being harmed in front of them. 

Participants in the research spoke of their formal and informal efforts to seek help. Many were not believed by friends or family, or were urged to stay in the abusive relationship as they would be unable to cope without the perpetrator’s support. Societal and cultural views of visual impairment and gender often played a role in this unhelpful advice.

Seeking professional support had mixed success. Participants reported disclosures being dismissed, particularly if these were from children, details being disclosed to the perpetrator; and again victims being encouraged to stay in the relationship.

The professionals surveyed identified a concerning lack of awareness of the accessibility options available to blind and partially sighted people. Barriers to support included lack of accessible information, professionals not understanding the specific needs of someone with visual impairment or how to access appropriate support on their behalf. 

The Vision Foundation and SafeLives are calling for a multi-faceted and united response including:
· Training programmes for individuals and organisations working with people with visual impairment
· Domestic abuse champions for visual impairment organisations
· A ‘survivors’ network’ to share experiences and help shape future research
· Readily accessible and locatable information for those with visual impairment
· Safe ways for people to disclose abuse one-to-one
· Awareness campaigns on how to recognise abuse and seek help
· A funding mechanism to enable organisations to implement change
· A visual impairment ‘toolkit’ for practitioners with a quick guide to support

The Vision Foundation will be launching a special funding round in the coming weeks so that organisations can apply for grants to deliver this work. They are seeking co-funders and donations towards this funding pot. For information of when the Vision Fund is launching, please follow Vision Foundation’s social media pages or keep checking the website at https://www.visionfoundation.org.uk/ 

The Unseen: Blind and partially sighted people’s experiences of domestic abuse is available in pdf and plain text at https://www.visionfoundation.org.uk/ and https://safelives.org.uk/ 

If you are at risk from domestic abuse, contact: National Domestic Abuse Helpline on 
0808 2000 247; Men’s Advice Line on 0808 801 0327; Women’s Aid Live Chat at https://chat.womensaid.org.uk/ 

If you are in an immediate danger, please call 999 and ask for the police.

If you are concerned about your own behaviour in relation to a vulnerable person, call the
Respect Helpline on 0808 802 4040.



Ends here

For further information, audio recordings, interviews and high res images contact: 

Kim Creus, Communications Manager, Vision Foundation  KCreus@visionfoundation.org.uk | 07772 047 650
Lindsay Swan, PR advisor, Vision Foundation lindsay@lindsayswan.co.uk 
Olivia Curno, Chief Executive, Vision Foundation ocurno@visionfoundation.org.uk / 07870 606 563

NOTE TO EDITORS:

THE VISION FOUNDATION is a leading sight loss charity promoting positive eye health and supporting projects for that empower, include and inform blind and partially sighted people. 
Since 1921, through the Vision Fund, the charity has distributed more than £31m in funding to vital and innovative projects that change and save lives.  

HRH The Countess of Wessex became the Patron of the Vision Foundation in 2003, taking over the patronage of the charity from HM The Queen Mother. www.visionfoundation.org.uk
 
SAFELIVES is a UK-wide charity dedicated to ending domestic abuse, for everyone and for good. 
It works with organisations across the UK to transform the response to domestic abuse. They listen to survivors, helping each individual and family to get the right help at the right time and they challenge perpetrators to change, asking ‘why don’t they stop’ rather than ‘why don’t they leave’.

In 2021 nearly 8,577 professionals received SafeLives training. Over 75,000 adults at risk of serious harm or murder and more than 95,000 children received support through dedicated multi-agency support designed by SafeLives and delivered with partners. In the last four years, over 3,000 perpetrators have been challenged and supported to change by interventions created with partners. 

SafeLives believe that together we can end domestic abuse, for everyone and for good. 
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