[image: ]


Thomas Pocklington Trust position statement – The Accessible Information Standard (AIS) - England-only 

July 2023

Key Messages
· The AIS was introduced in 2016 by NHS England with the aim of ensuring that anyone with access needs would receive health information in their preferred format
· Despite this, too few even know the AIS exists, let alone its purpose, both among NHS professionals and the patients who would benefit from it
· As a result, despite many strong application examples, AIS compliance remains patchy, while many accounts show people’s information preferences are not recorded, shared or acted upon at all as the standard dictates 
· The net effect is that BPS people do not consistently access their health information as easily as the rest of the general public

What we know 
TPT research in 2021 showed 90%of BPS regularly fail to receive any information in their requested formats, with a third of this group saying they never had (1). 50% of the same cohort reported staff not even understanding why accessible information needs should be registered, implying both poor grasp of AIS principles and generally low awareness of diverse access needs (1)

75% also reported never being asked about their information preferences, even though the AIS expressly states this should happen (1).

Meanwhile, findings from a TPT freedom of information request showed over 50% of NHS trusts have no policy for applying the AIS in 2021, while 70% still fail to record any accessible materials they might have produced (2). In addition, 51% conceded they had not consulted people with disabilities, or relevant bodies, as part of AIS implementation (2)

With a reviewed standard expected late in 2023, the hope is that compliance will increase, but NHS systems remain insufficiently compatible to enable referral of access requirements, particularly between health and social care environments. Further lasting barriers persist, such as the failure of the standard to dictate that provisions ‘must’ be implemented rather than ‘should’.

All such shortfalls suggest lacking incentives to apply the AIS and that campaigning in this area will remain a long-standing objective of the wider disability sector.

What we believe
We welcome NHS England’s AIS review and the resulting new standard due for publication in September 2023, but are now concerned that this has resulted in a two-tier approach to standard enhancement which will prompt a further revision in 2024.

We feel local AIS policies should be developed and implemented so NHS bodies comply meaningfully in their individual contexts and avoid over-reliance on more vague national guidance.

NHS Trusts should record accessible material requests, and whether they meet them, both to monitor progress and back compliance claims with meaningful data.

Trusts should consult with BPS individuals and relevant bodies to review policies and ensure systems enabling information access actually function and have been user tested.

NHS bodies should deliver all staff training on the AIS so that they know how to ask about information needs and act on them; this stops the AIS from being a policy on a shelf.

NHS bodies should be mindful of the Digital Accessibility Requirement which, though not integral to the AIS now, could be key in time as stakeholders learn how accessible web and app information can maximise application of the AIS. We do, however, acknowledge how difficult this accessibility measure is to implement given current systems are not even close to proper integration.

Designated AIS representatives would aid its application – it remains to be seen if this review recommendation will be a requirement of the new standard.

Implementation of the above might also enable interested parties to discern which frequently requested adjustments are reasonable and which are not; This could in time lead to a more realistic AIS in the medium to long term.

What we do 
National health work regarding the AIS as part of TPT’s ongoing #MakeHealthAccessible Campaign. This has comprised organised letter writing, resource creation and participation in relevant working groups to raise awareness of the above issues among local authorities, NHS trusts and those in elected office.

Local health awareness raising by BPS people as members of regional Sight Loss Councils, working to their individual business plans but also committing effort to TPT’s national AIS activity. Local successes have included both written and video guidance for health practitioners.

A dedicated health strategy for TPT’s Partnerships directorate with a dedicated staff lead.

A grants programme which may award funds to health projects or research, depending on criteria at any given time and the nature of incoming bids.

References
(1) Visit the TPT AIS campaign webpage to download our report in to BPS people’s experience of AIS application as of 2021
(2) Visit the same AIS page to download  our FOI findings  regarding NHS bodies’ compliance with the standard
(3) Use this link for official NHS England accessible information advice
(4) For providers, the Care Quality Commission has produced guidance on meeting AIS requirements
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