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Accessibility and Disability Support across the Leisure and Fitness sector

A snapshot view into the support available to blind and partially sighted users, both digitally and in person when considering using gyms, leisure centres or other fitness and sports facilities.
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[bookmark: _Toc132542717]1. Introduction
Everyone should have the option to keep themselves fit and healthy and engage with their communities in ways that encourage good health such as use of leisure centres, gyms and other health, fitness, sports and leisure facilities.

Sight Loss Councils across the UK raised with Thomas Pocklington Trust issues surrounding barriers for blind and partially sighted people in using facilities that support exercise and good health.

Issues raised, covered both in-person experiences as well as the digital journeys which support sign up and booking. For example, many leisure centre operators have implemented websites or mobile applications to support users in accessing services. These applications provide users the ability to book classes and other services, but do they work for disabled users and provide useful support information?

During Covid restrictions these apps were a prime method of booking and in some cases, users could not access facilities without prior booking on the app. With the digital routes now embedded as common industry practice, it is important that they work for everyone including blind and partially sighted users.

This report aims to deliver a comprehensive snapshot of what barriers are currently affecting the blind and partially sighted leisure experience. The outcomes of which should raise awareness of issues across both the blind and partially sighted community as well as among leisure facility operators to encourage them to take positive action. 

The results of the report paint a complex picture of areas for improvement in both in-person and digital interactions. There are clear areas for improvement in all contact points between visitors and operators. Survey responses from many blind and partially sighted leisure centre users show common trends of poor experiences. A detailed website review shows a lack of available accessibility information for facilities, equipment, staff support, and the websites themselves, compounded by functionally inaccessible websites in many cases. Finally, direct interaction with facilities staff through scripted phone conversations, supports survey responses showing a lack of awareness or ability to answer disability related queries.

The recommendations of the report address all identified areas with clear actions that leisure centre operators can complete immediately and in the longer term.

This report is supplemented by additional online resources to give operators clear actions they can implement along with material to help make adoption of improved accessibility an easier process.

Note: Across the report we will make regular reference to ‘Leisure Centres’ however when we use this terminology we are using it as shorthand for all operators including public and private operator leisure facilities, gyms, pools, or other health, fitness, sports and leisure facilities.

[bookmark: _Toc132542718]1.1 Impacts to blind and partially sighted users
The findings of this report show a clear difference in outcomes for blind and partially sighted users when compared to non-disabled leisure centre visitors. A lack of Information that would be required for these users to make informed decisions, unusable digital booking routes, and user testimonials demonstrate several trends in barriers for leisure centre use.

This is backed up by findings from others. For example in the Uk Active Everyone Can report (2023), ‘survey respondents were asked about what has stopped them from using facilities, and lack of confidence (33%) and concerns about being judged (28%) were rated as second and third after cost (47%).’

Initial interactions should build confidence for blind and partially sighted people to attend. This should not be considered a special expectation for just disabled visitors. Any interaction with any prospective customer should aim to encourage confidence that the product or service the customer is interested in is right for them, meets their needs and they can trust the staff and operators to deliver effectively or resolve any issues.

For many, this is the standard experience, but with the additional access needs or consideration blind and partially sighted people may want to discuss before committing to long term membership contracts, these users often do not come away from initial interactions feeling the confidence all parties would want to achieve.

“First time when I went to the leisure centre, I was anxious and struggled a lot, I didn't get much support and mentioned how I was going to complain to the council, but they didn't offer support or sympathy at all - I didn't complain at the time as this was a long time ago and I wasn't as confident as I am now”

“The end result is that the various barriers put in front of you deter most blind people from going to the gym.”

Impacts to blind and partially sighted individuals cover both in person and digital interactions. This has been further exacerbated to the changes in service delivery both physical and online that Covid has initiated. For example, with the move to digital booking for gym visits, many organisations released apps for customers to book their gym time. These new apps have been flagged by commentary from Sight Loss Councils as inaccessible and not built to support blind or partially sighted users.

Additionally, as Covid has changed etiquette and behaviour within leisure facilities through social distancing, use of communal equipment etc. There are further failings in face-to-face interactions which impact blind and partially sighted users' self-confidence when navigating leisure centre facilities or using equipment or public exercise areas such as pools.

“I would not go without my own carer, as staff are generally busy elsewhere to give assistance and I would be concerned about walking into other people or equipment.”

Thomas Pocklington Trust and the Sight Loss Councils want to work with local leisure centres to improve access for blind and partially sighted people. There are some keen advocates in each Sight Loss Council and TPT have produced a toolkit that advocates can use to engage local facilities and try to upskill the workforce.

[bookmark: _Toc132542719]2. Research Questions
The research detailed within this report aims to address the following questions:
1. What are the common journeys and interactions both digital and in-person for leisure centre use and what barriers do these journeys present to blind and partially sighted users?
2. Which leisure centre operators have good and bad accessibility support?
a. Are there any geographical trends to good accessibility in leisure centres?
b. Can any operators be used as good case studies?
3. What would good accessibility support look like for leisure centres?
a. What guidance is required to support leisure centres in providing improved accessibility?

[bookmark: _Toc132542720]2.1 Methodology
Due to the time and financial constraints, it was not possible to comprehensively address the research questions across all leisure centres within the sector. Instead, a representative testing sample based on information on leisure centres within the geographical coverage of several Sight Loss Councils was created.

The sample includes locations from across the breadth of the country and includes a mix of private companies, charities and publicly managed facilities. Given the broad coverage of leisure centre types and geographical coverage, we believe that this presents a strong representative sample of the state of the industry.

The sample of 410 leisure centres covers the following locations:
· Greater Manchester
· West Yorkshire
· Gloucestershire
· Essex
· Tyne and Wear
· Birmingham
· Merseyside
· Black Country
· Bedfordshire
· East Sussex
· Bristol
· Northumberland
· York
[image: Figure 1: UK Map showing geographical distribution of sample set. See body text for related locations.]
Figure 1: UK Map showing geographical distribution of sample set.

[bookmark: _Toc132542721]2.1.1 Survey
We worked with the Sight Loss Councils to reach broad groups of blind and partially sighted users, to understand real world experiences for these users when engaging with leisure centres, good and bad.

We aimed to collect feedback on leisure centre journeys and interactions, what are seen as problem areas and which can be cited as examples of good practice.
This activity feeds into questions 1 and 2 and helps us plan other activities such as refining what online and in-person support should be the focus or recommendations.

The questions provided in the survey can be found in Appendix 1 of the report.

[bookmark: _Toc132542722]2.1.2 Website Review – Disability and accessibility information
Many leisure centre operators host information about their facilities and services online either through their own websites and mobile apps or through their parent organisation such as the local council.

Websites should be a repository for information to help disabled users become informed about the level of support without first having to visit. 

When looking at the quality of disability support and facilities accessibility information we are grading on the following levels:
· Good - A detailed list of accessibility features that may be of relevance as well as broader information such as if guide dogs are welcome or any other information which shows transparency and a level of awareness of disability requirements.
· Needs work - Shorter lists or limited to just facilities information, particularly if there is only a mobility related focus. Contact information should still be present.
· None or not acceptable - No information provided or single sentences and / or no contact.

For monitoring of accessibility statement information which should give useful information about the accessibility of the website, we took a two tiered approach due to there being a mixture of private and public sector managed websites within the sample.

For private sector, charity or community run leisure centres, we looked for information that will help users identify if they will or will not be able to complete key activities on the website and what kind of accessibility issues may be present.

For public sector run leisure centres, we looked for the same information as the private sector providers, and for how well the statements comply with the requirements of the Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) (No.2) Accessibility Regulations 2018. Public sector organisations have specific legal requirements around accessibility statements in addition to the expected good practice we are looking for.

Information on the comprehensive grading requirements for public sector organisations.

[bookmark: _Toc132542723]2.1.3 Website Review – Technical accessibility
Alongside accessibility information presence and quality, we also looked at where that information is presented on the website and how easy it is to find and navigate to. Given the target audience of blind and partially sighted users, we tested to see if the information can be accessed using keyboard controls and the most common screen readers across browsers.

To test the leisure centre websites for accessibility, given the large number of listings, we performed a number of basic accessibility tests focussed on the kind of access requirements blind and partially sighted users may need in order to complete journeys.

We tested for the following:
· Magnification
· Text resizing
· Colour contrast
· Heading structure
· Focus indication
· Keyboard navigation
· Screen reader use
· High contrast mode

The journeys we tested were:
· Getting to and progressing a sign up journey (including forms)
· Getting to disability related information (either footer or through search)
· Getting to and using a contact method



Grading
We aimed to give a summary for each website to indicate how accessible they are. This was separated into the following categories:
· Perfect! - No issues that would affect the user journeys and passes all technical tests with no issues (or with only issues that a tester would care about but do not affect user experience).
· Good - Some issues but all user journeys can be completed without significant impacting issues.
· Needs work - Users technically can complete journeys but there are significant challenges to working through content (Particularly forms).
· Inaccessible - Users cannot complete 1 or more key journeys and there are significant issues which would prevent users from being able to easily interact with the website or not interact with it at all.
This should be weighted to failure surrounding sign up journeys as the most complex. For example if the website can provide contact information and some way to find accessibility information but the sign up is completely inaccessible to screen reader users then it should fall in this category.
If the sign up and contact are both fine but there is missing accessibility information then this would be in the “needs work” category.

[bookmark: _Toc132542724]2.1.4 On premises support – Contact individual locations by phone
After testing for information available through the websites and mobile applications, we believed a next logical step was to contact leisure centres directly and ask about support for blind or partially sighted visitors.

“​​The website was not accessible to me, so I was unable to find the information I required. Instead I had to phone up and ask a member of staff.”

To ensure standardisation we developed a script of consistent questions to address user support requirements.

We believed phone responses would provide further insight on the levels of support available to blind and partially sighted users where the websites only provide generic information, alongside anecdotal evidence for the quality of care from staff or other interesting insights into the support or lack thereof that is available.
[bookmark: _Toc132542725]3. Findings
[bookmark: _Toc132542726]3.1 Survey Responses
The research team worked with Sight Loss Councils and broader social media promotion to engage blind and partially sighted users in responding to the survey. In total the survey received 53 responses.

We understand that while every effort was made to ask questions in an unbiased way, people who have had negative experiences may have been more inclined to respond. Because of the small sample size, the response rates for each question cannot be taken as statistically significant, however the qualitative and personal experience comments tend towards several common themes and some conclusions can be drawn. Response figures are still mentioned for clarity and completeness.
[bookmark: _heading=h.8bf3q37e4vkm]
Because of the large number of comments and suggestions, to keep the findings section focussed, we have removed repeated points and selected some of the most representative comments for each identified theme. Further comments can be found in Appendix 2.

In general terms, when respondents were asked about their experiences 71.7% of respondents said they have experienced accessibility barriers when attending a leisure centre, and 44% said that they had never had a good experience.

“I stopped going to the gym since obtaining my disabilities and losing my vision when I did attend some gyms to check for accessibility. I found that there were many barriers that there was not really many options apart from hiring a personal assistance trainer if I wanted to reach my goals and actively use all the machinery in the gym.”

Many respondents provided extensive comments about their interactions from start to finish.

“The app to book sessions isn't accessible with voiceover. Staff haven't been very aware and have engaged with my children rather than with me directly. The disability changing rooms are poorly maintained and, on several occasions, have been dirty.”
A majority of responses identified one or more areas that they felt were not acceptable or could be improved. When asked what they would want leisure centres to do to improve, nearly all respondents had suggestions.

“Acknowledge that disabled people work out. Treat them as customers first and disabled people second.”

Comments across all the questions then focussed on a number of themes. We have grouped comments based on themes and have briefly discussed each in the sections below.

Themes:
· First impressions
· Finding information
· Digital systems
· Gym equipment / facilities
· Personal trainers
· Staff
· Lack of independence
· Etiquette


[bookmark: _heading=h.tt4bo2c4ohsc]

[bookmark: _Toc132542727]3.1.1 First impressions
When asked about their first impressions many gave worrying comments about being turned away, not being believed when discussing their disability or being infantilised in favour of speaking to partners or even children.

Some respondents did have positive interactions, accessible inductions, joint problem solving, and were provided information about personal assistant access for free. 

These results should be some of the most important for facilities to consider moving forwards. To see such a contrast between extreme negative refusal and smooth inductions should identify clear areas for staff training improvements across the sector.

“Being refused access because of the [Guide] dog is demoralising and makes me feel worthless. Not being willing to adjust a policy or system from one guide dog owner to the next has also caused issues including health and safety issues for me and fire safety issues."

“There have been issues with accessing centres with my guide dog also. One refused outright saying I’d have to leave her tied up outside and another wanted me to leave her in a locked room without any access by me, no windows and no view of me at all.”

“Once the gym knows I have a disability they will ensure that a full induction is completed and ensure I feel comfortable and confident in navigating the facility. They have also stated that I can bring someone with me for free to help if I need to.”

“Addressed my partner when I asked a question.”

“Quite positive, they were willing to listen to my needs and took into account what I needed. However, I do feel most of it is driven to attract memberships so after listening to my needs most of them are usually push for hire membership fees.”

“Nerve wracking, I half expected them to say we can’t have you here for health and safety reasons”
[bookmark: _Toc132542728]3.1.2 Finding information
A key theme of this report is about the availability of accessibility information, particularly through websites and over the phone. The availability of information and how easy it was to find, was regularly mentioned by respondents. While this aligns with digital accessibility problems, the lack of, or challenges in finding accessibility related information, or even common pricing or timetabling information, caused some users to forgo looking it up on the website in favour of attempting to call. However, there was a clear indication that users would prefer to find information themselves on the websites if it was more easily accessible.

“At this local centre I've found the info I wanted quite easy to find, except how much they charge for membership or how much it would cost on a pay as you go basis.”

“No adequate information for me as a blind person about accessibility”

“[Using the website is] pretty straightforward and by far the easiest way to access info.”

"Always tucked away on a website or app and rarely accessible. Very generic info for accessibility"

“I used to call up instead as I struggled with the accessibility. I found this really time consuming and cumbersome, however found it more comfortable to do so knowing that it would be done right and I didn't feel I could trust my answers being logged on the inaccessible app”

“Understanding opening hours and times the facilities may be booked for classes can be difficult and are useful to know ahead of taking a trip.”

“The app works well but haven’t always found the info I wanted
I would not go to a leisure centre unless I had researched its facilities first. I look up facilities, prices, opening times, and benefits for disabled. Generally, I can navigate to find this info - eventually.”

[bookmark: _heading=h.34xxwv5hbqsm]

[bookmark: _Toc132542729]3.1.3 Digital systems
The accessibility of digital systems was also mentioned by almost all respondents. This covers not only websites and applications, but also there were regular comments about in-person digital systems, including sign-in turnstiles or machines, as well as the digital displays on gym equipment. These are discussed separately in 3.1.4 Gym Equipment.

With regards to the website and application accessibility, there were mixed results. While there were a large number of comments about the current inaccessibility of websites and apps, the outlook often seemed positive that solutions were moving in the right direction.

“Firstly, the website to make bookings was inaccessible to me. The organisation did have an app that could also be used, but that was also inaccessible.”

“I’ve used a number of gym websites to find information. The current gym is good, it has the option to enlarge text, speech and invert. This isn’t as useful on their app but the website is quite good for accessibility. I had some difficulties booking classes through the system but this is because I needed to add an extra person who was my guide. This had to be done manually by staff.”

“The app isn't accessible with Voiceover. General information was OK but further information around disability would be appreciated.”

“The app can be difficult to navigate and confusing, same as the website.”

“I have used an app to book for someone else, and the accessibility of that particular app was actually quite good, which did surprise me, although my knowledge of these apps isn't very extensive it was nice to see.”



[bookmark: _heading=h.5m100f6t26r8]

[bookmark: _Toc132542730]3.1.4 Gym equipment / facilities
Unsurprisingly the accessibility of gym equipment was constantly mentioned by respondents. Issues with gym equipment often led to consideration of personal trainers or reliance on carers. This was the most regularly mentioned set of issues.

Comments on gym equipment and facilities were often focussed on the inaccessibility of digital displays, lack of tactile or high contrast markings on weights, poor lighting or layout challenges. Problems with independent use of gym equipment often led to further comments about paying for personal trainers.

“I am an ex gym instructor and personal trainer and I have always had a visual impairment (VI)... Now I have recently lost my sight completely going to a gym is hard, as none of the equipment is accessible and not all gyms have the time to allow a gym instructor to help spend an hour or so guiding and setting up equipment.”

“It would be nice to be able to navigate and set up equipment without having to always ask for assistance.”

“Lots of the equipment is touch screen and is therefore inaccessible without someone who has sight to programme it. Also many weights do not have raised numbers on to know what the weight is. Signage is often poor and therefore difficult to locate toilets and changing rooms.”

“The gym is poorly lit. It also has a dark grey carpet. The studio for classes has tubular strobe lighting which makes dark patches rather than an overall consistent lighting. I have RP and struggle in dim or changing light. It’s making it harder for me to attend and enjoy the gym.”

“It was dangerous for me to walk around the gym on my own unless I had a carer with me as the machines were badly laid out, (not enough room to walk between machines)”

[bookmark: _Toc132542731]3.1.5 Personal trainers
Personal trainers (PTs) were brought up regularly, often mentioned as an enforced cost, a reason to exclude blind or partially sighted users, or a workaround. Even when personal trainers were paid for, sometimes their responsibilities were abdicated to carers, or they were not trained to be able to support the user.

“The main issues I have experienced are always with using the equipment as not all of it is accessible and seems like finding someone to help can be tricky, to the point where sometimes you feel that paying out for a personal instructor just to help you press some buttons might be necessary which seems an overkill.”

“When using the gym equipment, the personal trainers would always leave it to my carer to administer the program, which to me is very dangerous as the carer is not qualified in personal training or what was the correct technique when working certain pieces of equipment which could cause serious injury to myself.”

“Lack of awareness around VI. Being told I have to pay for a PT each time I want to go to the gym.”

“Instructors willing to assist but not really knowing what the needs of VI person require. Can sometimes feel patronising.”

“They prefer people who are VI to pay for a PT, and that is not viable for many due to the cost of paying for a PT three to four times a week.”

“I am only allowed one hour with a staff member to guide me around, and sometimes I would like to stay longer as obviously I could if I was sighted, but other than that my gym is very helpful and I can book every day if I wish to.”


[bookmark: _heading=h.ch2qsfwhj82o]

[bookmark: _Toc132542732]3.1.6 Staff
Alongside comments on gym equipment and facilities, the behaviour or reactions of staff were the most commonly mentioned topics. The reactions of staff definitely had a large impact on the confidence of users. Some of this has already been mentioned in 3.1.1 First impressions, where staff have on occasion responded very poorly to enquiries from blind or partially sighted users.

To summarise the comments, the main issues were a lack of knowledge, or ability to help, and often a lack of effort to find out more. The causes of some of these issues have been suggested as the overall lack of staff at locations, or the amount of time that staff can put towards any one individual user at a given time, but attitude and approach could still be improved even if there are time limitations on support available.

“I'd say the biggest barrier is attitudes of staff at times where there is a fairly indifferent attitude to it all and a complete lack of sympathy or empathy. Conversely if/when the staff help out it can be a totally different experience.”

“Their nervousness about my joining a spin class, for example, caused some to invent issues such as other gym-goers not appreciating the time instructors would allegedly take helping me get technique right in a group yoga class for instance. In other words, their perceptions of my abilities or the difficulties associated with helping me, carry far more weight with them than the facts I could tell them if they would only listen.”

“To my experience, most gyms do not have regular staff that can meet me at the foyer or the lobby and support me in accessing the gyms making sure I don't bump into other people. I therefore have no choice but to hire a personal trainer to reach my goals.”

“I get one-to-one support from staff at the gym after they recognised my disabilities.”

“They didn't have a clue about my condition, (cerebral palsy), so gave me exercises that were not appropriate for me”


“Staff seem much more aware of disability and helpful now, but when I tried to join the gym in the past I was ushered out when they realised I was VI and told what I would and wouldn’t be able to do.”

“From my experience when dealing with staff they weren't very helpful and they didn't come up with any ideas or solutions… I got the impression that they didn't really want to deal with me.”

“Staff all too frequently feel they know more about my disability than I do and barriers are often wrapped up in health and safety justifications or regrettable insurance policies.”

[bookmark: _Toc132542733]3.1.7 Lack of independence
The issues faced with getting information about a leisure centre, being able to use equipment safely and independently and the common lack of support from staff led to several comments about the lack of independence users felt. This led to further feelings that they could not have a good gym experience unless they had a personal assistant or carer with them.

“Need a PA to accompany me as I can't see to use the machines in the gym and can't find my way around the gym independently. Also need someone to swim beside me as when I have tried on my own, I once got whacked round the head and it knocked my confidence.”

“Being told I cannot join without a constant companion or carer. This is often by membership or reception staff, so not even the view of management or personal trainers working the gym floor.”
[bookmark: _heading=h.95poaf6fc1uo]
[bookmark: _Toc132542734]3.1.8 Etiquette
Of lesser concern but still mentioned was the actions of other gym goers. The main focus of respondents was on the behaviour of staff and the support available, but one repeated concern regarding other gym goers was “clutter in open areas” and users not cleaning up free weights after use.

“People leaving weights out on the floor that blend into the mats can also be very challenging.”

[bookmark: _Toc132542735]3.1.9 Good experiences
A trend occurring in responses to one specific question, in which respondents were asked to provide brief information about their good experiences, even when we were asking for good examples, these still referred to overcoming earlier barriers or came with caveats.

“People were happy to help out where they could, but plenty of times they had their own things to do, and asked you to find them, which wasn't always possible, but when they were around the equipment they did offer help which I thought was better than nothing.”

“The staff were on hand to give advice and a helping hand if needed. I found them helpful and decent people who seemed to understand my difficulties.”

“Most barriers are put up early on. If you get past them, staff in my case have invariably discovered that things are far simpler than they imagined. I've been a member of at least three gyms where the roaming member of staff on duty was perfectly happy keeping an eye open for me and, for instance, readily coming over just to guide me from one weights machine to the next. Essentially, they don't spend any more time doing this than they would in answering four or five other people had approached them with general fitness questions. It did mean meeting them halfway, however. I had to be ready to orientate myself around the gym as best I could and minimise what I asked for.”

“Gym staff introduced me to the class teacher. I explained where it was best for me to stand so I could see them best. It was discreet so I blended in with others.”

“Usually from a personal trainer who has been very supportive of trying to cater for my needs as a blind gym user, however it needs to come from management to be effective.”

“Assistance from staff good in the pool and gym as long as notification and assistance has been pre-arranged. However this is very subjective.”
[bookmark: _Toc132542736]3.1.10 If you could request leisure centres do one thing to better

“If a disabled person enquires about using the gym, be open minded. Do not go with ‘this is what we do with X person so that’s what we will do with you’. I think the most important things are to be welcoming, invite us along to get a feel of the facility and ask us what we want to get out of using the centre and work together to come up with a plan that works for the individual.”
 
“Have a person you can approach and maybe book a session where you don't pay an incredible fee of a personal trainer, who will help you to use the equipment. As to my knowledge, this is not available.”

“Train staff to assist including reception staff to give information fully and as needed. Gym equipment to be accessible for blind users. Good lighting and easy access to information”

“All staff to have training on how to best communicate with and help visually impaired visitors”
 
“Having the staff ask me what I want and making me feel like I want to be there.”

I'd love to see apps like WelcoMe being used more at leisure centres as I feel this would have the potential of helping a lot.”

“Add bump-ons or Braille to equipment. What would be great is if gym equipment had a text to speech platform”
 
“Offer large print instructions on how to use gym equipment. These instructions are usually printed small on the equipment itself at an awkward angle/place.”



[bookmark: _Toc132542737]3.2 Website Review – Information available

“...after losing my sight I did quite a bit of research into places, I also did this after experiencing difficulties at one of the other gyms to try to find a new one. I enquired through their websites which was often difficult to find the information or the layout and colour contrast wasn’t great.” - a prospective user

We looked at the accessibility information present across 410 leisure centres. We broadly split the results into three categories to cover the different types of information available:
· Disability support information - Broadly covers information including blue badge offers, alternative formats and specific disability related guidance.
· Facility accessibility information - Broadly covers information about the accessibility features of facilities, such as level access, ramps and lifts, Braille signage, machine usage, etc.
· Website accessibility information - Broadly covers information about how accessible the website is to navigate or use with assistive technology, including regulation accessibility statements.

Ideally, a good quality result would be for a leisure centre to have up to date and reasonably comprehensive information across all three categories.

The overall results showed that in all three areas, there is significant room for improvement across the sector:

· 84.6% did not have any disability support information or had only the briefest mention of disability support.
· 47.1% did not have any facilities support information or had only single sentence answers that did not provide any useful detail. For example "The centre provides a full range of accessible fitness facilities all on one site". 
· 61.7% did not have any website accessibility information.
· Out of the three information types, facilities information was the most prevalent, with 31.7% having some level of guidance, often in the form of brief bulleted lists, but even then, these could be expanded to provide more comprehensive information.

[image: Figure 2: Website information presence and quality results. Full data in body text.]
Figure 2: Website information presence and quality results

The lists below detail the results in Figure 2:
Total leisure centres: 410

Disability support information:
· Good: 34
· Needs work: 27
· None or not acceptable: 347

Facility accessibility information:
· Good:50
· Needs work: 130
· None or not acceptable:228

Website accessibility information:
· Good: 82
· Needs work: 73
· None or not acceptable: 253

[bookmark: _Toc132542738]3.2.1 Trends
As we reviewed the information available online, we noticed the following trends across many examples.

Come in and see us
Issues with statements such as "If you visit any of our centres, our staff can show you the facilities and discuss your needs with you." 

The purpose of having disability support and accessibility information on the website is to help users consider if a centre will meet their needs before they turn up. It is an unreasonable approach by some operators to expect people to turn up only to find out that they may experience barriers.

Call us
Several only give a contact number to call before attending to get disability information.

For one operator of 9 locations that consistently directs to contacting staff, 5 of their locations did not pick up the phone when called. 3 gave some useful information with only a single dismissive response from 1 location. This issue is compounded, as in the example mentioned, when the website directs to phone or in person contact routes, which then don’t work.

This issue is also seen in reverse when contacting through phone, as many automated messages and staff responses suggest information is all on the website, when this is not the case.

Generic information
Some give generic one-liners such as "The centre provides a full range of accessible fitness facilities all on one site". We have marked these ‘not acceptable’ as it gives no useful information from which a user can make an informed decision.

“More info on support available at the leisure centre to disabled people to explain what help is available rather than just say our gym is accessible to all!



What constitutes a “full range” of accessible facilities? “Yes, the centre is accessible” is not a detailed response and is quite a broad claim given the range of access needs people may present with. Information on facilities and disability support especially, should be reasonably comprehensive and cover information applicable to different user groups. For example, facilities information which details mobility support options, staff help for blind and partially sighted users, or sensory information for neurodiverse audiences can help users decide if the facility is right for them.

Performative behaviour
Often, we see organisations advocate accessibility and inclusion which is encouraging, however when it comes to delivering practical support this is often lacking.

For example, when looking at website accessibility information across leisure centres we see examples of accessibility statements listing accessibility features which are not present on the websites.

We can’t suggest the causes for this incorrect guidance but these examples show a lack of attention and understanding to be able to deliver accessibility features and provide accurate and up to date information.

Further to this, some operators with little to no accessibility feature or information lists themselves as a Disability Confident Employer. We do not believe that an organisation can claim to be disability confident if their main website is not accessible. So much of the Disability Confident Scheme is focussed around recruitment and employment, and inaccessible websites may prevent disabled user engagement.

[bookmark: _Toc132542739]3.2.2 Website information summary
We found relatively little specific information on most sites that could help users make informed decisions about the support that might be available to them. This is not only true for a blind and partially sighted audience but disabled users more broadly.

The better examples did include links to AccessAble facilities listings, contact routes for getting more information (leading to a separate issue) and occasionally information about disability support schemes, classes or other relevant information at the locations.
[bookmark: _Toc132542740]3.3 Website Review – Technical accessibility results

“Firstly, the website to make bookings was inaccessible to me. The organisation did have an app that could also be used, but that was also inaccessible.”

For the technical accessibility review, we performed a number of basic checks and graded centres in a summarised result. We tested for the following accessibility features, basing our expectations on the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1 AA requirements:
· Magnification
· Text resizing
· Colour contrast
· Heading structure
· Focus indication
· Keyboard navigation
· Screen reader use
· High contrast mode

The journeys we tested were:
· Getting to and progressing a sign up journey (including forms)
· Getting to disability related information (either footer or through search)
· Getting to and using a contact method

The overall findings show a relatively even distribution of results in the “Needs work” and “Inaccessible” categories.
· 47.6% of centres were in the “Needs work” category.
· 45.4% of centres were in the “Inaccessible” category.
· Only 6.5% of centres could be considered to have a “good” level of technical accessibility of which there were even results for both public and private organisations.

The list below detail the results in Figure 3:
· Perfect: 0
· Good: 27
· Needs Work: 195
· Inaccessible: 186
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Figure 3: Technical accessibility summaries

Good examples often worked well across the board. Good examples would often respond well to user magnification requirements, have clear focus indication, good colour contrast for all text, clear heading structures and navigation functionality to support screen readers, and most crucially, when it came to sign up and contact routes, or any other form pages, these forms would be clearly read out to screen readers.

‘Needs work’ examples often met requirements such as responsive design and magnification adjustments and would work across multiple devices, have good heading structure, and no keyboard control blockers but had issues with focus indication, text colour contrast, form controls and labelling for sign up or contact journeys which would affect screen reader users.

Inaccessible websites for some areas may have had useful accessibility features such as magnification or mobile views, but consistently were rendered completely inaccessible by lack of focus indication, lack of keyboard controls, or completely inaccessible forms (either contact or sign up), which end journeys before they begin.

In general terms, many of the websites across the results categories consistently got things like magnification right (289 of 410 had no magnification issues, 70.5%), responsive design being a standard practice of almost all web development for many years now. However, issues were found where more accessibility knowledge is required, or where branding or colour schemes are involved.

The choice of inaccessible colour schemes, by which we mean schemes that create poor contrast between text and surrounding backgrounds, for controls, buttons or other elements, can often significantly impact partially sighted users, especially if these are not checked for compatibility with high contrast modes. This is often up to the customer matching the website to existing branding. Sensible discussion about colour usage and checking at the design stage can help to avoid these issues.

[bookmark: _Toc132542741]3.3.1 Common third party software
Many operators are using the same registration platforms. We noticed many centres using platforms such as Legend Online Services or Leisure Cloud and many others which had a range of issues across the older versions we observed which would cause significant blockers for blind or partially sighted users from completing sign up journeys. These issues affected accessibility features like screen reader use, keyboard controls and magnification. Many of the third party suppliers offer newer platform versions which contain improved accessibility features.

When operators are buying third party products to deliver a service such as sign up functionality, it is vitally important that conformance with good accessibility practice is included in procurement requirements.

[bookmark: _Toc132542742]3.3.2 Website accessibility summary
The general level of website accessibility was relatively low with many opportunities for improvement. Some of the changes required may involve more in depth work, significant redesigns or switching third party products. As the main route for information, and the one directed to from most phone interactions, it is vitally important that websites are accessible to all users.

“The website was not accessible to me, so I was unable to find the information I required. Instead I had to phone up and ask a member of staff.”
[bookmark: _Toc132542743]3.4 On premise support – Direct contact results
Following website testing, the next step was to see what information was available from staff at individual sites. To do this, we contacted leisure centres by phone to speak to them about accessibility support. The testing was completed using a standard script asking for support options for a blind user who would want to occasionally attend with a carer and, at other times, independently. This approach was consistent with responses from the survey where 43% indicated that a phone call would be their primary route for finding out information.

“I wanted to find out how to book a session at the gym. I found the information and called the centre on the phone to book.”

The types of concerns the user had:
· Need help familiarising myself with new environments
· Have to be very careful of trip hazards
· Cane user
· Needing Braille information or tactile signage on lockers etc.

The types of information asked after:
· Help orienting and learning the space
· What blind friendly facilities you have?
· Braille on the signage, lockers etc
· Concern over trip hazards and learning the gym machines so I can be safe
· Support around the poolside
· What the booking process is like, is it online, does the app or website work for me?
· Can I bring a carer and does it cost extra?

The results of the phone support were wide ranging in the experiences we had contacting members of staff. The results were highly qualitative, and the team have noted responses as accurately as possible, accompanied by our observations of the interactions.

Probably the most significant finding of the phone engagements was the overwhelming number of facilities that did not answer the phones. We were expecting this result to an extent. One of the core issues raised through survey results is the lack of staff at gym locations, or staff spread too thinly across too many responsibilities, so it was not a surprise when significant numbers of locations were unable to answer the phone consistently.

57.1% (234 of 410) of contacted locations did not answer the phone when called in 9-5 business hours. The remaining 171 organisations were a relatively even split between ‘good’ and ‘needs work’ responses.
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Figure 4: Contacting locations by phone results

Phone support:
· Good: 82
· Needs Work: 89
· No answer: 234
[bookmark: _heading=h.o2i0h3rsvn5g]
[bookmark: _Toc132542744]3.4.1 Key findings
Although contacting directly and speaking to on site staff is likely to produce more useful information than can often be found on websites, this is not to say that it is always an effective solution. While there were many positive interactions, there were also many disappointing interactions. However, when staff are able to give advice, and are supportive towards the queries, their local knowledge of the facilities was a useful start.
Across all of the interactions there were several common themes which we have summarised below:

A. No answers
Having already been mentioned, the fact that 57.1% of contacted locations did not answer should be taken seriously. Many of the survey responses from blind or partially sighted users, comment on the lack of staff availability, and how they are often made to feel they are taking up more staff time than “necessary”.

Staffing in leisure centres is perhaps a broader challenge than we can address in this report, but it is felt that it should still be raised here, to help highlight the issue that lower staffing levels has a disproportionate impact on disabled visitors who may need more staff interaction.

“To my experience, most gyms do not have regular staff that can meet me at the foyer or the lobby and support me in accessing the gyms making sure I don't bump into other people or I have limited choice, but to hire a personal trainer to reach my goals.”

B. Phone lines direct to the website
Almost every phone interaction directs customers to the website at some point, and more frequently than not, those websites do not have adequate accessibility information available.

There is a circular issue, which demonstrates the lack of any real answers to disability support questions. Websites direct to call or speak to staff, phone lines and staff direct to information on the website. In neither instance is useful information provided to requesting users.

C. Staff often did not know what they were being asked about
This was a mixed result and really depended on who the researchers spoke to. Some staff were very helpful and had the answers necessary, some staff did not know but were keen to offer any support they could, while others reacted poorly in a variety of ways including rudeness, ignoring the questions in favour of sales pitches, or otherwise dismissing the requests.

“Staff seem much more aware of disability and helpful now, but when I tried to join the gym in the past I was ushered out of the gym when they realised I was VI they told me what I would and wouldn’t be able to do.”

While there are examples of good interactions there is more that could be done when it comes to staff training to help prepare them for these kinds of queries from disabled users.

“Every single person I have spoken to on the leisure centre’s reception wholeheartedly emphasise the importance of booking an induction to discuss any additional needs. It’s clearly not something that they’re used to being asked, however the default conversation is book in, turn up and we can discuss in person, which ultimately feels more like a sales technique.”

D. Only X member of staff deals with that and they are not here right now
On some occasions staff indicated that a certain member of staff had expertise on supporting disabled users, and it would be more helpful if the researcher spoke to them. In the cases where this was observed, staff were not able to give an indication of when the next time that member of staff would be available or offer to get that member of staff to give the researcher a call back. 

While this was a relatively small number of examples, it was disappointing when compared with other interactions where the staff were not able to help immediately but were willing to try and support as best they could. A researcher who received these responses remarked on how these felt “dismissive”.

“From my experience when dealing with staff they weren't very helpful and they didn't come up with any ideas or solutions on how I can move around the gym safely and be able to use their equipment safely. I got the impression that they didn't really want to deal with me.”



E. No accessibility information about booking or sign up process
Bookings across the board were advised to be completed via the website or app and only when prompted did about a third of the calls result in a “yes, you can also book in person”.

We were not expecting members of on-site staff to be able to answer this question but it will be a recommendation that this information be provided in staff training so that they can comment on sign up / booking accessibility in future or direct to the correct guidance.

[bookmark: _Toc132542745]3.4.2 Good interactions
In this section we have summarised some of the better interactions which include giving strong answers to the questions, and handling enquiries in a respectful and supportive manner even when the answers were not known.

Example 1:
Very helpful member of staff for limited information; staff onsite to assist if needed, carer free of charge, lift access, classes are for all abilities (she then respoke and said classes are for everyone to join), bookings done online.

Example 2:
The staff member knew exactly what I was asking and offered up some helpful information; lift access, fingerprint access, accessibility pod, full ramp access in pool, staff always available for assistance, no braille unfortunately, however no need to book a tour I can just turn up. Was not given the hard sell, was mostly focussed on need.

Example 3:
Very enthusiastic about discussing my needs and offered a fair amount of information. Quote: "we aim to be very inclusive". Always someone available to offer assistance, accessible changing facilities, tours can be arranged to discuss needs. The majority of the call was focussed on anecdotes of other VI customers that have participated in these activities, as well as other disabled users as a way to demonstrate that no matter my confidence level, there would be accommodations in order to participate as any other user.



Example 4:
One gym offered a more detailed response:
· Would have to call beforehand for guidance around the first few times 
· Lift to stairs 
· Gym all on one floor
· Stairs into pool
· “Pool hoist if you need that”
· Construction happening around the pool right now so would not be particularly safe for those with limited vision without some guidance.
· No braille on lockers but cubicles on pool floor
· Bookings through an app called gymcatch (staff member didn’t know if it would be accessible though)
General interaction; staff member tried to be as helpful as possible and walked into the gym with the researcher on the phone to check for different facilities.

[bookmark: _Toc132542746]3.4.3 Interactions that need work
In this section we have summarised some of the interactions which capture areas that need work most including the researcher’s immediate thoughts on the interactions. Some staff members can be dismissive or may not have come across disability related concerns before and may not always approach these interactions as we think all parties would prefer.

Example 5:
I offered the information that “I have a visual impairment” when asking for information about accessibility facilities, it was met with "meaning you can't see properly" and followed by "I need to think about what to tell you". It was a very disheartening conversation, whilst probably not intending to come across as rude and dismissive, it certainly made me feel like an afterthought.

Example 6:
I was met with, quote: "So what are you actually asking me then?" It was incredibly rude. Staff member mentioned that when prompted that there is no lift access and then promptly referred me to another centre instead because that does have a lift and ignored or seemingly did not hear my other questions. I felt dismissed. I would not even attempt to attend this centre based on the interaction.


Example 7:
“Well, everything is on one floor so no worries there. We have a disabled loo but I don’t think you’d need that.” It just felt a bit strange that a stranger was isolating different ideas of disability without any prompting.

Example 8:
This location holds tennis sessions for visually impaired members but was told that another member of staff hosts those and as he was not on site at that moment I should call back, without giving any other details about it. Including not giving a time for when the member of staff was likely to be next in to take the call.

Example 9:
Customer service team (one number for thirteen locations). I waited for 10 minutes before connecting, could not give me any information and was directed to the websites, where there is no information across any of them.

Example 10:
Gave me no disability / accessibility information and instead went for the hard sell on memberships.

Example 11:
Hung up after 30 seconds of her shouting very loudly “hello hello hello”.

[bookmark: _Toc132542747]3.4.4 On premise support summary
In summary the support received varied significantly from one location to the next. There is no correlation over trust or group, this was on a case by case basis only.

“It’s been a 50/50 split in positive responses with staff being helpful and engaging even if they are not sure what I’m asking / if they know the information off by heart as well as very negative phone calls that certainly left me feeling brushed off by staff members.” - a researcher

In general each call made an emphasis on having an induction, few made the distinction of making an induction to assess disability related needs. Bookings were consistently directed to digital routes. There was a wild disparity between members of staff and their knowledge across each site, with some being incredibly helpful and others presenting poor responses that appeared either uninterested or unsupportive.

These findings point to a need for significantly more training for staff on supporting users with disabilities, and providing resources to direct users to and help them answer questions when they arise.

[bookmark: _Toc132542748]3.5 Summary findings
The research has revealed a wealth of information and it is quite clear that there is significant work to be done to develop a more inclusive environment for disabled users across the leisure and fitness sector.

The survey responses from blind and partially sighted users consolidate the poor responses the research team had through the phone interactions. Stories such as the one below demonstrate that there needs to be a significant culture shift in how staff address disabled customers and training and resources need to be provided to help encourage more supportive and informed action.

“Being told I cannot join without a constant companion or carer. This often by membership or reception staff, so not even the view of management or personal trainers working the gym floor. Sadly, even these people can put up barriers after you join. Either they don't have time to set up machines or offer a little physical guidance from one workout location to the next.

Alternatively, their nervousness about my joining a spin class, for example, caused some to invent issues such as other gym-goers not appreciating the time instructors would allegedly take helping me get technique right in a group yoga class for instance. In other words, their perceptions of my abilities or the difficulties associated with helping me, carry far more weight with them than the facts I could tell them if they would only listen.

Staff all too frequently feel they know more about my disability than I do and barriers are often wrapped up in health and safety justifications or regrettable insurance policies.” - a blind gym goer

If a blind or partially sighted user wanted to get information about a leisure centre we now know that in the majority of areas, this information does not exist or is not particularly detailed (between 47% and 84% depending on information required), often cannot be found online, and in most cases, even if the information was present, could not be accessed because of the poor accessibility of online routes. Only 6.5% of locations had ‘good’ website accessibility.

Further to this, it is very ‘hit and miss’ if blind or partially sighted users try alternate contact routes such as calling a location. Over half of the locations tested (57.1%) did not answer the phone, and out of the remainder that did, it was a relatively even chance whether users would get a helpful or at least well-meaning response or have a negative experience.

[bookmark: _Toc132542749]4. Discussion
The substantive findings have provided the team with much to think about and it is felt that the results have helped provide interesting answers to the research questions and clear areas for recommendations.

Question1: What are the common journeys and interactions both digital and in-person for leisure centre use and what barriers do these journeys present to blind and partially sighted users?

The first research question has been clearly answered through the various findings. It is clear that prospective and current users will look to digital sources for information, contact facilities over the phone and expect conversations about navigation, equipment use and support when on-site.

Across the sector there are barriers in place at every point in these journeys. Whether it be lack of information on digital platforms, lack of accessibility for digital routes, poor phone responses, or a gamble on staff support, blind and partially sighted users are not receiving a comparable experience to non-disabled users, and there are clear actions that can be taken in all areas.

Question 2: Which leisure centre operators have good and bad accessibility support?

The research has provided a comprehensive list of accessible and inaccessible factors for all leisure centres reviewed as part of the sample. Because this report is aimed to support the sector in identifying accessibility issues and taking proactive measures to make improvements, there will not be a published list to “name and shame” any individual operators. We are happy to provide leisure centres with their own results and will be working with some groups reviewed in the sample to implement the recommendations of this report as future case studies.

Question 2a: Are there any geographical trends to good accessibility in leisure centres?

Short answer is no. The way leisure centres are managed is diverse with some being controlled by the public sector and others being private businesses. Often many of the controlling groups have facilities nationally, while there are other groups that only operate in specific areas. The quality of information and responses from staff differed by location even within individual operator groups that had a reasonably centralised approach. There are no geographical components that could be established which could indicate any impact on the levels of accessibility.

Question 2b: Can any operators be used as good case studies?

Every operator group and location had areas that they could improve on. We will be working with operators in future to develop case studies showing improvements where the report recommendations have been implemented.



Question 3: What would good accessibility support look like for leisure centres?

There have been a number of useful examples from the survey responses that have shown good interactions and several areas that could be improved which have been identified through the research.

Good accessibility support should take the form of a person-centric approach which builds confidence in visitors. Best summarised by the following quote from one survey respondent:

“Acknowledge that disabled people work out. Treat them as customers first and disabled people second.”

Leisure centres should, at every opportunity, ask themselves 'Are we doing enough to ensure that every user feels confident to attend our facility and activities.'

The way we achieve this is detailed in section 5. Recommendations.

Question 3a: What guidance is required to support leisure centres in providing improved accessibility?

Each area of the report has revealed specific actions that the team feels is appropriate for leisure centres to implement to improve accessibility across all areas of interaction, both digital and in-person.

Recommendations are listed in section 5. along with some useful template information in the following discussion sections and supporting resources which will be released alongside this report.

[bookmark: _heading=h.eumgc3gaforx]

[bookmark: _Toc132542750]4.1 Survey Responses
When considering particularly qualitative results like these it is important to think about the baseline experience. For most non-disabled users, the journey of signing up to a gym, getting acquainted with the equipment and being able to independently manage their own exercise is normal. This should be the baseline by which we measure the experiences of disabled users as well. Ideally, we want as equitable and independent an experience as possible, though there may still be some limiting factors.

With this in mind, the survey results reveal a less than equitable picture. While there were many comments that identified good experiences, supportive staff, accessible induction processes and some usable websites and applications, this should be the norm we are aiming for (it is the day to day standard for everyone else) and not evidence of exceptional performance. 

This contrasted with comments about being refused access completely because of a guide dog (guide dog refusal was also identified as a major impediment to access in the UK Active (2023a) evidence review), not being able to freely use gym equipment or navigate the space, trouble with finding fees and timetable information, and dismissive or unhelpful attitudes from staff shows that this is not a balanced set of experiences, and blind and partially sighted users are more likely to experience barriers to their exercise than non-disabled users.

Full accessibility requires flexibility to the requirements and widest range of individual needs which can vary over time and is therefore difficult to anticipate comprehensively. However, increasing the capacity of centres to offer more personalised approaches for individuals will support greater awareness of inclusive practices and enable a more effective and welcoming level of delivery that is more likely to meet the requirements of blind and visually impaired users and will certainly make them feel more welcomed. This is a key recommendation of the UK Active Everyone Can report (2023):

This ‘person-centric’ approach is often adopted in the practicing of sport and exercise psychology, known as a positive psychology, which specifically aims to focus on enabling, solution-driven  approaches that put the needs and abilities of an individual at the centre. The benefit of this approach is that is takes a focus away from the need to be trained in a range of very specific condition(s) because it is instead looking at understanding how training can be adapted for the specific needs of a person and a solution that is suitable and meaningful to them. 

Leisure centres should seek to adopt this mindset and apply it to all service level interactions. Our survey responses have indicated that personalised and timely interventions early in the engagement of new users is key to positive ongoing and independent use of leisure services.

“[I would want leisure centres to] ensure staff understand that disabled customers are first and foremost customers, entitled to a good experience. Rather than focusing on trying to train for every conceivable disability, focus on the basic ethos of great customer service, i.e. listening, joint problem-solving etc.”

“I always back myself to sign up as a member and get into gyms for all that it's hard work. The worst barrier is when staff helping you simply won't believe that you're physically capable of lifting heavy weights or doing vigorous CV exercise. Thankfully, I've only experienced this once but it's pretty soul-destroying if you've already gone through some of the pitfalls I described above.”

Independence and agency is vital to creating a more equitable experience and this is particularly relevant when it comes to the topic of personal trainers. We think that further discussion and more guidance is required to help leisure centre staff understand where and when to suggest their use for blind or partially sighted users. It seems that personal trainers are often defaulted to as an adjustment for blind or partially sighted users and the additional costs of this level of support just because of their disability is both prohibitive and off putting for users.

“One gym which I use now is fantastic at supporting me and my needs. They asked me what I wanted to get out of the gym, not leading necessarily with my eyesight. They then spoke to me about my level of vision and how they could support me. I wasn't told how this would be done but asked how I wanted to be supported. My guide dog was allowed to be with me on the gym floor and I was given a few sessions where we worked out a route from the changing room to the cardio equipment, around this area and then onto weights. After a few sessions it became clear that my guide dog had learnt the route and I no longer needed a sighted guide to navigate. I was able to go into the gym and get on with my workout without having to rely on sighted support. I knew it was there if I needed it and staff were often around in the gym and came up to me to speak with me to see how I'm getting on.”

[bookmark: _Toc132542751]4.2 Website information
The information available on websites for disability related information, the accessibility of facilities and the accessibility of the websites themselves was often lacking or of little detail.

We believe that addressing this lack of information should be one of the first actions that leisure centres can take to make a significant improvement to the support they offer disabled users. While other actions like rollout of staff training will take significant time, conducting assessments of the website accessibility and physical accessibility and getting this information onto the website could be completed in shorter time frames as one off projects initially.

We understand that many providers may not have internal expertise on these areas and may wonder where they can go to get these services completed. There are many third party contractors that can complete website accessibility audits or physical accessibility audits. This approach will involve additional costs to the organisations. To help with organisations being able to start the journey themselves and improve their guidance even with budget constraints, additional resources will be released alongside this report to help providers start expanding on their available information.

[bookmark: _Toc132542752]4.2.1 Facilities information
To summarise some of the key points we think should be used to expand on accessibility information for facilities we suggest using the following as a starting point for reviewing facilities, and most if not all of this information should be added to the website:
· Toilets - There are many online comprehensive checklists to follow for accessible toilets, but as a minimum you should include information about where the toilets are, how to get to them, if they require a RADAR key, what facilities they have inside, and whether it accommodates left or right hand transfer.
· Parking - How many blue badge parking spaces are there, is there marked space at the sides and rear of the bay, is the car park level access, and what if any are the parking concessions for disabled users?
· Arrival - What are the routes to the main entrance like? How wide are the doors, is there level access or any stairs / ramps?
· Travel Routes - What are the travel options by car, train or bus? Where is the nearest train station or bus stop? How far away are they?
· Refreshment locations - If you have any cafes or other food/drink sellers associated with your location, can allergy information be found both in person and online? Is the menu available in larger print or braille, and online?
· General -  What is the complimentary ticket policy for carers or personal assistants? Have staff had disability awareness training? BSL training? Do staff know how to respond or where to get information to help disabled visitors?
· Accessibility Equipment - What are the accessibility features if any of gym machines / equipment, lockers and changing rooms, and sanitation equipment. Are there hearing loops? Are assistance dogs welcome, is there a toilet area for these dogs and can water be provided?
· Emergency evacuation procedures - What are they? Are there any refuge points? What evacuation apparatus is available? Are fire alarms both audible and visible flashing lights?
· Interior locations
· Steps - What are the steps? How many stairs are there? Where are the handrails?
· Access - Are there ramp and lift alternatives? Are doors manual or automatic/assisted? Is there level access or slopes?
· Signage - Is signage clear and high contrast? Braille signage? Internal floor plans? Is directional signage clear and consistent?
· Sensory - Are there possible sensory triggers about? High noise areas such as playing loud music inside the gym space? 
· Lighting - Sharp transitions between light and dark? High glare or very bright environments?
· Reception and interaction points
· Outdoor locations
· Steps - What are the steps? How many stairs are there? Where are the handrails?
· Access - Are there ramp and lift alternatives? Are doors manual or automatic/assisted? Is there level access or slopes?
· Signage - Is signage clear and high contrast? Braille signage? Maps of outside spaces? Is directional signage clear and consistent?
· Sensory - Are there possible sensory triggers about?
· Lighting - Sharp transitions between light and dark? High glare or very bright environments?

We would suggest for leisure centres that are not confident in building comprehensive accessibility information for their facilities that there is support available through professional support services that can help compile and host the information required on increasingly popular applications. Access Able and WelcoMe are both useful examples of these services, and many leisure centres in the research sample already use these platforms to help promote their accessibility information.

[bookmark: _Toc132542753]4.2.2 Disability support information
Not all locations will offer specific concessions, support routes, classes or other benefits for disabled users, but we advise that all facilities should review what they do offer and try to provide as much information as possible and encourage prospective users to ask questions. Finding out about local schemes, support routes and resources can help disabled people overcome some of the initial setup hurdles and can make the process of signing up to a facility or getting back into exercise easier.

The benefit of this type of information was exemplified in a survey response, showing the impact the route had had on the user getting access to the leisure centre and getting the right support.

Because of the involvement with third parties, outside schemes or charities, this type of information can vary wildly. We recommend an initial review for leisure centres to look at a baseline of relevant information and branch out from there as they become aware of or partner with new parties.

“This centre, I had enrolled on a council led initiative to get active, Backside2Trackside is a 12 week programme similar to Couch25K. They had a PT who was great at adapting the sessions and I was put in touch with the centres occupational health practitioner to find me a sighted guide runner for the sessions. She put me in touch with one of their sport for confidence trainers who was interested in guide running and we had conversations about using the gym after the programme had finished. She wanted to ensure that the centre and facilities were as accessible as possible and was really happy to discuss how this could be done to suit my needs.”

To get started we suggest considering the following questions:
· What blue badge parking is there? Is it free or discounted for disabled users?
· Are carers or personal assistants allowed for free?
· How are guide dogs or other service animals supported?
· Are there any discounted rates for disabled users around services such as booking personal trainers, where this may be more a requirement for some users, rather than an optional course?
· What are the generalised support suggestions for groups with different access needs already in place?
· Do you suggest booking a personal trainer to ensure one-to-one support for the first few sessions?
· What immediate guidance can you offer to blind or partially sighted users, or wheelchair users, or deaf users?
· Are there any classes that might present restrictions to some user groups?
· How do users get in touch and discuss their needs with class instructors beforehand?

[bookmark: _Toc132542754]4.2.3 Website accessibility information
Within the control of the individual locations, information on the accessibility of facilities is probably the easiest for them to produce. To improve the information on the accessibility of the websites and applications themselves will be the result of more in depth auditing or remediation of accessibility issues and will more likely require third party support. This is detailed more in section 4.3. We would want leisure centres to be producing high quality accessibility statements or assistive technology support information. Ideally of a comparative level with the good practice in the public sector pushed by the Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) (No.2) Accessibility Regulations 2018 which may already be legally required for some council managed leisure centres.

[bookmark: _Toc132542755]4.3 Website accessibility
Given the results of the phone interactions and general trends since covid, sign up and booking is becoming a more ‘hands off’ process with online routes becoming more popular. Phone support often directs to the website for information and a quicker, easier sign up process that can be done from anywhere makes sense, but these processes must work for everyone.

The issues we saw across the range of results are not out of the ordinary from the types of issues we see across all manner of websites for other industries. The prevalence of these issues does not excuse their presence and if anything shows that there is still a significant divide in the online experience of blind and partially sighted users (and disabled users more broadly) from non-disabled users.

“Completely inaccessible. A waste of time.”

Many of the issues identified such as good heading structure, and colour contrast are often content related issues that leisure centres can address themselves without third party help.

Other issues such as focus indication, magnification support, or form functionality will more likely require developer support.

Where developer help is required, this may extend timelines to fix issues, or present costs that leisure centres are unable to absorb currently. We always advise to do what is practical for any individual situation.

In the event that significant website redevelopment is not an option, we suggest focusing more on website content, making information more available and working with staff to ensure that alternative routes for giving out that information, such as better help when receiving phone-in queries are effective in the meantime.
[bookmark: _Toc132542756]4.3.1 Procurement
For significant redevelopment of the websites, third party developers may be involved, especially for independent gyms or smaller organisations. Where websites or third party services are purchased on behalf of the leisure centre, there is a perfect opportunity to clearly place accessibility requirements as part of the tender process and robustly question suppliers to deliver accessible services.

We recommend asking prospective suppliers how the product they will build for you, or that you will subscribe to will meet the latest WCAG requirements. You should expect to see clear evidence of testing in responses such as Voluntary Product Accessibility Templates (VPATs), or comprehensive accessibility auditing documentation. If a supplier says their product is accessible but cannot provide you evidence to show their testing regime, you should be very cautious of their claims. This guidance has been summarised in a helpful to follow Make Things Accessible Procurement accessibility guide.

This should be considered in all cases where leisure centres may become involved with third party websites or app suppliers, not just for websites or apps which will deliver a leisure centre specific service such as booking apps. Companies that leisure centres may partner with or popular workout support apps should also be pushed for greater accessibility when the opportunity arises.

“Cannot use popular apps linked to exercise class - in particular the app for spinning.”

[bookmark: _Toc132542757]4.3.2 Overlays
Leisure centres that have inaccessible websites may turn to over-reliance on externally provided overlay products which claim to offer conformance with accessibility regulations or international standards such as the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1 AA.

Overlays are products marketed to improve or fix accessibility issues on a website, by adding a small snippet of code, or a button to your web pages which will “fix” the user experience. Some of these products market themselves as using artificial intelligence while others advertise user customisability.
A useful introduction to overlays and their risks can be found on the Overlay Fact Sheet which is signed and supported by hundreds of accessibility professionals.

We are concerned that leisure centres are a vulnerable sector to these such offers. In the recent UK Active Everyone Can Report (2023) they provide a case study of ‘Everyone Active’ who have indicated they added an ‘accessibility module’ to the website which allows customers to screenread the content, translate, change the style, and use reading aids.

The ‘accessibility module’ mentioned in the ‘Everyone Active’ case study is listed in the Overlay Fact Sheet and does not make your website fully accessible, but provides additional tools to navigate your content, which may still not work if your content is not built accessibly.

We advise leisure centres to prioritise accessibility by default for their websites, and only incorporate overlay or ‘accessibility modules’ as Everyone Active have, for that expanded functionality in addition to a fundamentally accessible website.

Reasons to avoid overlays as accessibility fixes:
1. For leisure centres owned by councils or other public sector bodies, the UK regulation monitoring body states that overlays are not considered when monitoring for compliance. Therefore, any spend on an overlay product will not help to meet legal requirements.
2. Overlays often do not fix accessibility issues, or provide the service advertised. There has been a concerted effort across the accessibility sector to call out the false advertising of some of these products.
3. In recent conferences, representatives from the US Department of justice have referred to the use of overlays for compliance as “legal suicide”, which is very strong language to represent multiple cases of these overlays now in legal disputes because of false compliance claims they made to customers.

Leisure centres should work with website developers to meet WCAG requirements with the default build of the website without resorting to overlay plugins to cover for issues. This may be achievable with your existing website or may only be something that you can change in future by sensible procurement requirements. This may not feel as easy a road to delivering accessibility, but an accessible by default approach offers significantly less risk and a better end product.

[bookmark: _Toc132542758]4.4 On premise support
The on premise support revealed a serious area of concern when it came to accessing information and the behaviours of staff. Firstly, the lack of leisure centres that answered the phone at all when called during 9-5 business hours. We understand that there are concerns about staffing issues from survey results, but this experience was also seen across larger leisure centre groups that had centralised phone numbers where you would expect more than a singular member of staff operating a facility. This is beyond an accessibility issue and appears to be a general service issue. With the pipeline of websites directing to phone lines and many disabled users resorting to calling as a matter of course, the lack of ability to speak to a member of staff should be looked into as a matter of urgency.

To mitigate some of the impact of this issue, we must point again to having accurate and comprehensive information available on the websites, so that people can find the information they need without having to contact staff. This is also important as many of the recorded messages received from calling, redirect to the websites which currently do not provide enough information to act as an appropriate alternative.

Moving on from the function of the phone calls, staff behaviour both from the calls conducted as part of the research and backed by responses from the survey must be addressed. It is concerning to have heard some of the responses, the dismissive attitudes, or overall inability to deal with disability related requests in a positive way. Staff should know what information is available on the websites if they are going to point to it and should know how to answer basic disability related questions and approach them with a supportive and inquiring attitude.

What has been clear throughout the research is that blind and partially sighted users (and disabled users more broadly) want to be treated like customers and treated with respect. They are generally ready as a group to discuss their needs and work with staff to agree appropriate support and adjustments. What is required is for staff to be trained to engage in those conversations and take part in that planning.

Serious sector wide action needs to be taken to improve the awareness of accessibility requirements for all users, and clear guidance on what is expected of staff in their roles and how they should behave when dealing with accessibility or disability related questions. This may need to be in the form of online training content, part of staff induction processes, as well as documented guidance or processes that staff are expected to know and follow.

[bookmark: _Toc132542759]5. Recommendations
Action is required to improve the experiences of blind and partially sighted users across the leisure facilities sector which needs to take actions on improving information availability and quality, improving digital routes, and serious changes to the way staff in particular interact with disabled users.

Leisure centres should seek to deliver an accessible-by-design approach in their facilities, and for their digital estates, and should be fostering a person-centric approach to the way they deal with all customers.

Although there is a clear willingness within the sector to be more inclusive, there is still work to do to build staff awareness of accessibility barriers and to practically engage with simple steps to minimise those barriers.

[bookmark: _Toc132542760]5.1 Accessibility Information
Recommendation 1: Leisure centres should immediately aim to update the accessibility information available on their websites, apps and given by staff over the phone which should all be consistent across sources.

1a. Leisure centres should update their facilities accessibility information to be as comprehensive as possible, including photos of facilities, accessible toilets, gym equipment and layout.

1b. Leisure centres should update their disability support information to be as comprehensive as possible including personal assistant access, guide dogs information, disability access or community networks and other relevant information.


[bookmark: _Toc132542761]5.2 Digital estates
Recommendation 2: Leisure centres should conduct thorough accessibility testing of their websites and mobile applications including those that have been procured through third parties.

This should take the form of digital accessibility auditing and can either be completed in-house or by third parties. If completed in-house this should be done to the best of staff ability and may make use of semi-automated tools.

For comprehensive testing, leisure centres should expect to complete an accessibility audit against all A and AA Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) success criteria for the latest published standard. Third party platforms should provide leisure centres with the same level of audit report evidence, a Voluntary Product Accessibility Template (VPAT) or other comprehensive evidence equivalent to WCAG conformance.

Recommendation 3: Leisure centres should immediately publish on their websites, user friendly (i.e. non-technical and plain English) accessibility information about their websites and applications (including those that have been procured through third parties) based on the testing completed as part of recommendation 2.

This should take the form of accessibility statements, assistive technology compatibility guidance or other user support documentation.
See the Make Things Accessible guides on understanding accessibility statements and writing statements for more information.

Note: Public sector leisure centres should treat recommendations 2 and 3 as a matter of urgency above and beyond the general immediate need for this action. Public sector leisure centres in most cases should have had this information covered as a matter of legal obligation since September 2019.

Recommendation 4: For future procurement exercises where leisure centres use products common across the sector or engage third parties to produce or licence websites or applications to deliver leisure centre services, leisure centres must demand comprehensive accessibility information from suppliers as part of the procurement exercise and only seek to engage suppliers who can show a high level of accessibility conformance with the latest published Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), a Voluntary Product Accessibility Template (VPAT) or other comprehensive evidence equivalent to WCAG conformance.

For guidance on incorporating accessibility questioning into procurement exercises and how to interpret supplier response documentation see the Make Things Accessible procurement guide.

For example contract wording to include accessibility requirements into future supplier contracts for digital systems and services see the Make Things Accessible contracts guide.

Recommendation 5: Leisure centres should avoid the use of overlay products as described in the Overlay Fact Sheet.

[bookmark: _Toc132542762]5.3 Staff training
Recommendation 6: Leisure centres must effectively resource and support staff awareness training to encourage organisational adoption of more inclusive accessibility practices. This should cover all areas of the business, not just customer facing staff. Procurement and IT staff should be aware of accessibility practices to ensure digital routes and third party platforms meet requirements, digital content creators and marketers should know about accessible content practices, estates staff should be aware of accessibility good practice in physical spaces, and customer facing staff should be aware of how to support disabled customers.

Recommendation 7: To develop a more person-centric approach staff should be encouraged and supported to ask respectful questions to elicit more information about user requirements as appropriate in order to ensure that needs are met. Clear guidance and processes should be put in place to help staff know what is reasonable to ask and suggest initially.

Recommendation 8: Leisure centres must ensure access to effective training for blind and partially sighted users. It cannot be assumed that all blind and partially sighted people will have similar requirements, or personal support to help them access services and they should be supported throughout their time at a centre to develop skills and confidence in the use of all equipment and alternative techniques, as well as being encouraged to self-advocate to represent their needs to leisure centre staff to ensure that they are met. 
Recommendation 9: Leisure centres should seek to raise awareness of accessibility principles for all users of leisure facilities. This provides the additional benefit that non-disabled users will better understand their requirements to further support inclusion activity, more inclusive etiquette, and other users becoming aware of their own needs and how to request support.

Recommendation 10: Personal trainers should not be a surrogate for inclusive practice. More research needs to be conducted on when the suggestion of personal trainers is appropriate and the production of guidance to help leisure centre staff understand how to discuss where and when a personal trainer may be an appropriate reasonable adjustment.

[bookmark: _Toc132542763]5.4 Facilities
Recommendation 11: Leisure centres should review their current facilities against physical access minimum standards (such as Sport England guidance on accessible design of leisure facilities), and advanced good practice to create roadmaps to introduce more accessibility features in future.

The initial improvements for the blind and partially sighted audience should include:
· Checks and changes to lighting arrangements avoiding harsh glare,  strobing, or low light environments.
· Inclusion of Braille or tactile signage on entry turnstiles, navigation signage, lockers and free weights among others.
· Attempts to minimise trip hazards through equipment layout, enforced etiquette improvements in other gym goers and, improved contrast between floor, mats and other equipment.

Recommendation 12: Leisure centres should aim to work with equipment suppliers to push accessibility features as a must have in future equipment purchases. This will require sector wide effort to change market demand but the impact of accessibility features built in, especially in places such as digital displays for cardio-vascular equipment would have a massive impact on blind and partially sighted users and significantly improve independence.
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[bookmark: _Toc132542766]Appendix 1 - Survey questions

1. Do you currently use or have previously used a gym, leisure or other sports facilities?
a. If you no longer use a gym or leisure centre, why did you stop?
2. Have you ever experienced any barriers with your use of the leisure centre because of your disability?
3. If you have not used a gym or leisure centre before but have looked into using one, were there accessibility related reasons why you did not?
4. Have you ever had any good experiences of disability support while using the leisure centre?
a. If yes please provide brief information about your good experiences.
5. How would you describe your first interaction with a member of staff at the leisure centre?
6. Have you ever had to find information about accessing the leisure centre online?
a. If yes, please tell us about your experience good or bad
7. Have you ever had to use a mobile app to book a class or other access to a leisure centre?
a. If yes, please tell us about your experience good or bad
8. If you have experienced multiple barriers or negative events associated with using a leisure centre, which would you say caused you the most disruption? (Please explain).
9. If you wanted to find out about disability support at a leisure centre, where would you most likely look first?
10. If you could request leisure centres do one thing to better support disabled users, what would that be?


[bookmark: _Toc132542767]Appendix 2 - Additional Survey Quotes

“Combative - it's not my style but I'm always on edge. I presented something different from the norm and it makes them nervous. What should be a normal customer interaction with a clear dialogue about reasonable adjustments becomes a self-advocacy exercise. It's small wonder many blind and partially sighted people go on the offensive or seem to.”

“When filling out the health form a large print copy was not provided, so I had to give answers to health questions aloud.”

“[I received good support] only from my own support worker.”

“They have an app that is very easy to use to book or cancel classes.”

“It can be a mixed experience, previously I’ve found the websites difficult to navigate, however the digital accessibility has been getting progressively better”

“Keypad entry systems inaccessible apps and timetables.”

“Due to being severely sight impaired - Have struggled to get access to the gym due to an inaccessible touch screen login system, with poor contrast I can't see if machines are free or not, I can't use machines such as treadmills as they don't have tactile, audio or haptic feedback, can't tell what the weights are on the machines, free weights have had braille on them, but due to being old this is usually rubbed or picked off”

“Individual members of staff (mostly on the gym floor) willing to assist without fuss.”

“They were a bit flustered and taken back and I had to come up with all the solutions of how they could make it more accessible for me.”

“As I am blind, I have only attended the gym with a support worker because it would have been incredibly difficult for me to have gone there without one. I do believe that my local gym would provide some guided assistance if I booked this beforehand.”

“The lifeguard made a point of talking to me to find out what support I would need in the pool whilst with my kids. I didn't need support but he did say he would pay more attention to us just to ensure safety.”

“When I got left on a piece of equipment because there wasn't enough staff to assist”

“No staff trained in how to manage equipment or coach/guide disabled people in safe and effective use.”

“Websites do not have any assistive tech options. No contrasting colours or low contrast colours, difficulty finding the contact details and very small font sizes."

“It's fairly easy to find a local gym online, and most of the basic information will be provided. From what I found, some websites are less accessible than others and some apps from various gyms are not always as accessible as they could be, which tends to be the issue.”

“The app was introduced during lockdown and has a few access issues and I found the booking section not to work well and reported this.”

“I’ve used two mobile apps before, one to try to access online classes during COVID. These weren’t hugely accessible as they were very visual and did not have a great deal of description to describe what was happening. This app also shows how busy the gym was as well as showing my code entry for the gym. Due to my accessibility settings on my phone this only showed one number of the code and if I needed it, I had to turn off all of my accessibility settings.
A similar situation with the other app. I struggled to access the content on the app, and couldn't connect to any of the machines in the gym through the app. It’s frustrating but I was still able to use the gym equipment. I just couldn’t log my workouts on the app."

“When I was looking at going to the gym my accessibility needs were not recognised or accepted by the gym that I wanted to use. I had to fight very hard to get the support I need and it’s only limited to what gyms I can get support at, such as [named council run gym], not the private ones.”

“I could not use gym on my own and did not feel supported getting in and out of pool”

“Maybe more staff available to support and more classes to be included.”

“People who are blind are less likely to use the gym, so if a one-to-one personal trainer is offered for the session, it would be the best thing for a blind person and not ripping them off like [named gym] does”

“The staff are more nervous than I was”

“Accessing gym equipment is extremely difficult with digital displays. Identifying which locker is yours due to lack of alternative formats in small print numbers.”

“I tended to ask for more information from those who replied with a more positive attitude towards me having my guide dog with me.”
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All Able is a consulting company committed to using our expertise to help public sector organisations remove barriers and deliver accessible and inclusive services that work for everyone. We believe that everyone should have equal opportunity to utilise public services, get an education, and engage with their communities to live an enjoyable and independent life.

Web: www.allable.co.uk
Twitter: @All_Able
LinkedIn: @all-able-ltd

[image: Thomas Pocklington Trust logo; Large TPT letters with the words Thomas Pocklington Trust underneath enclosed in a rectangle. Letters, words and the rectangle border are a dark blue. Within the P of TPT is a small round eye looking upwards.]
[bookmark: _Toc132542770]Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT)
Thomas Pocklington Trust is a national charity dedicated to enabling and empowering blind and partially sighted people of all ages to live the life they want to lead. We are committed to increasing awareness and understanding of their needs and aspirations, to working with partners and to developing and implementing services which meet these needs to increase independence and improve lives.

Web: www.pocklington-trust.org.uk
Facebook @thomaspocklingtontrust
Twitter: @TPTgeneral 
LinkedIn: @pocklington-trust
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