[image: ]
Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT) position statement on Access to Physical Activity (UK)
August 2023

Key Messages
· Blind and partially sighted (BPS) people have an equal right to access physical activities and fitness facilities, under the Equality Act 2010, but their usage still lags behind the general public
· This is most telling with activities like gym usage, a staple to which people of all ages and abilities expect access 
· All providers now know fitness is vital to physical and mental health, so it is key to avoid extra barriers for BPS people
· Mainstream services should have accessibility policies and consider staff training on visual impairment; these would combine to embed inclusivity and reasonable adjustments, key to making fitness environments and customer journeys accessible

What we know 
UKActive in 2020 stated gym/leisure centre facilities were a “necessity” and a “vital part of healthcare”, adding that 80% of the population lives within two miles of one (1).

[bookmark: _Hlk103330502]Meanwhile, Sport England’s Active Lives Adult Survey found that people with disabilities are almost twice as likely to be inactive as the general population (43% compared to 23%). (2).

TPT and All Able research painted a bleaker picture for BPS people specifically, with 71.8% of respondents saying they had experienced barriers in leisure/fitness environments and 44% saying they have never enjoyed a positive leisure centre experience (4).

A 2019 survey by TPT and Metro Blind Sport further found that, even among BPS people already participating in sport, 94% feel more could be done to make fitness accessible (3).

It further found 57% of BPS people view visual impairment itself as a barrier to exercise, largely due to inaccessibility of fitness machines.

Reliance on digital has grown since covid and forced provision online, from new membership to booking trainer slots and instructed classes. Online Access sadly varies wildly with 86% of providers having no useful or detailed disability information, while 47% had no facility support information and instead offered stock covering statements promising vague assistance in single sentences (4). Facility specifics was the most prevalent form of access information, concerning such things as lifts or steps, but this saw only 32% offering anything like guidance regarding customer service. 

It should be noted none of this constitutes the information BPS people value most: staff assistance with workouts or an explicit objective for disabled people to be welcome (4). Even the common ’Call us’ phone offer, to learn more about disability support, risks BPS joiners facing the same front of house barriers that put so many off when turning up in person.

Accounts in the same research suggest informed managers can filter positive outlooks down, since staff will help BPS people if this is already their inclination; issues come when awareness is low. Sound policies should create top-down approaches which harness the can-do attitudes which some BPS people have reported (4).

What we believe
Increased social prescribing alone should spur the leisure industry to make mainstream services more access conscious for BPS customers, especially given the rise in diabetes and its associated eye conditions.

Providers should adopt accessibility policies, and consider visual impairment training, so management and junior staff can learn how to support BPS people and equal access generally.

Staff cannot assume that access is dependent on BPS people coming with carers; many simple/reasonable adjustments exist to help those attending alone, even if they are beginners.

Help to find changing rooms, lockers or bench space, orientation to showers, equipment set-up and navigation between machines are all reasonable adjustments and are manageable by gym staff. Normalising such help will not lead to staff crossing boundaries and BPS people should never pay extra for it e.g. full personal trainer fees.

Many BPS people make compromises, coming at quiet times or with buddies. Such solutions can be part of any customer conversation but membership and access levels cannot be conditional on them. Open conversations with BPS joiners often prompt common sense adaptations like swim lanes or short instructor demos before group classes. 

Unless told otherwise, staff must assume BPS people are physically able to improve fitness and strength. Goals must be taken seriously and workouts should never be made easier due to sight loss.

Information on classes and membership must be available, on site and online, with providers being ready to explore transcription if alternative formats are needed. The latter is especially important for providers under council contract given the Public Sector Equality Duty.

Digital access for BPS people should be based on the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG)and providers should ensure these apply to any third party platforms e.g. booking systems.

What we do 
Lobby for equal access to leisure services for BPS people, mainly via our regional Sight Loss Councils (SLCs).

Form partnerships and award grants, some of which have concerned projects/organisations prioritising sport and physical activity.

Offer an Inclusive facilities: Supporting people with a visual impairment online training toolkit for providers/practitioners to aid customer service to BPS people.

Conduct research into accessible provision where possible to inform our delivery and justify any calls for change in this field.
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(1) UKActive  – a membership body looking to uphold the value of physical activity by working with operators to provide the best possible services. This includes development of standards, codes of conduct and research.
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(4)  2023 TPT and All Able research accessibility and Disability Support Across-the-leisure-and-fitness-sector.
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