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White
Good evening.  Tonight the RNIB turns to social media to explain common confusions over visual impairment and why making a recording of your benefit assessment interview is fraught with difficulties? 

Clip
We do not accept devices such as PCs, laptops, tablets, smartphones or MP3 players as recording devices.  You will need to give one copy of the recording to the assessor at the end of the appointment.

White
So how practical are the Department for Work and Pensions requirements?  We’ll find out later.

First though, how much can someone really see?  What does carrying a white cane or using a guide dog actually signify? When and how is help appropriate?  Well these are all questions tackled in the Royal National Institute of Blind People’s latest information film.

In the past the RNIB has been criticised for concentrating too much on negative aspects of blindness and partial sight.  This time visually impaired people are telling their own stories.  

Clip – Extract
People have always said well he’s not blind.  I’ve asked when the next train is to Cambridge, for example, and they’ve said to me – Why don’t you look up there. 

My eyesight tends to vary depending on all sorts of different factors – it can be time of day, it can be to do with how tired I am, how much light there is.

I need my cane to get on the train, I can’t see, I bump into people.  But the minute I sit down I have got enough vision to read a book or read the newspaper or look at my phone.  And if someone’s given me a seat to the poor visually impaired woman, and I suddenly crack open a book that can lead to some very odd stares.

White
Well the RNIB’s Fazilet Hardy has been explaining to me the thinking behind this new film.

Hardy
This film is all about trying to bust some myths and misconceptions about being blind or partially sighted.  I think a lot of people in the general public think you either can see or you can’t see and absolutely that’s so far from the truth and the experience of many thousands of blind and partially sighted people who have varying degrees of sight, can see in some lights not others, can see to read but not get about, can see to get about but not read.  This is our chance really to sort of say to the big wide world actually sight loss is infinitely variable.

White
Who’s it aimed at?  I mean I realise it’s aimed at the public generally but have you got a particular target audience in mind?

Hardy
The general public, yes, but I think also just creating a conversation between blind and partially sighted people as well about their experiences, our experiences.  And certainly the inspiration for doing this came from a partially sighted person actually – Harriet Lane – who came on your programme in January talking about some of the difficulties of being partially sighted and people just not getting it.  And from that Harriet came to talk to us about really her complete frustration and experiencing real confusion from the public because they could see some stuff but not see other stuff.

White
Well we’ll come back perhaps to one of her ideas in particular but where have you decided to publish this, will we see it, for example, on TV, will it be heard on radio?

Hardy
At the moment you’ll see it on social media and our website.  So there’s so many ways on social media you could plug into this campaign and we hope lots of your listeners will.

White
And why have you decided to concentrate on social media for this?

Hardy
Really because of the conversation people can have about it.  Having said that because of the interest it’s generated I don’t think it’s the last time we’ll visit this kind of story and we might have to go away and think about other ways to make it an even bigger issue than it is now.

White
In the past the RNIB has been criticised for using what some people have described as scare tactics about blindness, particularly last year with celebrities describing blindness as the worst thing they can imagine, does this indicate a rethink on the part of the RNIB about how it does publicity?

Hardy
I don’t think so but it does indicate, I think, one of our big pushes at the moment which is to push for blind and partially sighted people to tell their own story.  Now I did make the case last year that some blind and partially sighted people are feeling negative about their sight loss and are feeling devastated and that’s just where they are in their experience.  And I suppose this campaign plugs into a story where people who are more confident at being blind or partially sighted want to share their personal stories.  But hopefully the people who aren’t so confident will join in the debate as well.

White
Just finally, moving on from the film itself, you mentioned Harriet there and one of the ideas that she came up with was some kind of symbol to be worn or displayed indicating specifically that you have partial sight, rather like the ‘baby on board’ signs and those kind of things, what’s your view about that?

Hardy
Yes.  I think the jury’s still out for me and for RNIB on whether introducing yet another symbol into the world will make a difference.  I’m not saying we shouldn’t but I think the evidence at the moment doesn’t particularly point in that direction.

White
What have you got against the idea?

Hardy
Do you know what I haven’t got anything against it, I think the white cane, I think, is a symbol and I suppose I think our first step should be to think about whether that symbol could be better recognised to represent a diversity of sight loss, not just blind people but blind and partially sighted.  My worry about ditching that or saying oh as well as that we have another symbol is that we haven’t got the money to promote another symbol, so we could produce one – could produce a badge that a load of people have never seen, never heard of, no one promotes and it would be another sort of clever idea that is in the dustbin of history I suppose.

White
Fazilet Hardy.

So how successful has this film been in getting the message across?  Suzy Evans works in marketing for a local authority, she’s partially sighted herself.  Well she sat down with our reporter Tom Walker to give the film her professional verdict. 

Evans
It’s a short video which is absolutely essential these days in marketing terms because people don’t have a very long attention span.  And the opening scene is a bit abrupt actually but it works really well because it grabs your attention and it actually demands your involvement.  If you listen to the clip it says – Imagine…


Clip
Imagine you’re up on the top deck of a double decker bus, the windows are all misted and condensed and you can’t see through, you go…

Evans
So as soon as that video starts you’re brought into it and you’re asked to identify with that person trying to see how they see, which I think is quite a powerful technique to open the film and I think if you stay in that state of mind throughout the film you’re identifying with those characters that you meet really briefly.

Walker
Let’s just go to the next bit.

Clip
If they were wearing an orange coat I would be able to identify that but I wouldn’t be able to identify the person.

I won’t see it until it hits me.

Walker
Tell us what’s happening there and what you think of it.

Evans
I think the words – I won’t see it until it hits me – is quite strong because it makes you realise actually without any faults to herself she is quite vulnerable and she might need help.  But she’s just a normal person.  I think that’s what I really like about the tone and feel of the film – it really is just normal people, very light-heartedly talking about their situations, they’re not asking for sympathy, they’re not asking you to do anything else other than imagine their situation.

Clip
I’ve got no depth perception so a step could be this high or this high, I wouldn’t be able to tell.

People have always said well he’s not blind.  I’ve asked when the next train is to Cambridge, for example, and they’ve said to me why don’t you look up there…

Evans
This is the one that was really powerful to me because this speaks to people that work in customer service where this video could be most useful.  Because if you’ve done that you might identify – oh I remember that happening and I thought they were stupid.  But if it happens again they will think oh hang on, that reminds me.

Clip
Take it out of my line of vision so I’m there without a drink for hours until someone tells me your drink’s next to you.

Evans
I didn’t like that one because it made people sound helpless.

Walker
Which bit’s that one?

Evans
A woman couldn’t have a drink for hours because it had been moved slightly out of her field of vision.  Now that kind of portrayed to me that a woman can’t just say – oh can anyone see my drink, it was here a second ago.  And that might have happened to her but I just didn’t like the way it was portrayed in the film.

Walker
In our own ways both of us look fairly sighted, although I do carry a white cane, do you think this video will help people who watch it to understand people like you who don’t look blind, don’t act blind but yet have a significant visual impairment?

Evans
I think it might, I think if it sticks with you, if it’s been shared by someone you know or you happen to spend a little time watching it, if you come into contact with somebody who asks for help or let’s you know that they have a visual impairment or can’t see very well you might just react a little bit more differently because you might not assume as many things as you used to, you might think hang on I wonder what kind of sight this man has, I wonder what kind of things this person might need help with.

White
Suzy Evans talking there with Tom Walker.  The film is out now and it can be found on the RNIB's website.   

Now last week I asked for your views about when it was appropriate to disclose your eyesight problem.  I was talking to someone on the programme who recently has been told he couldn’t go on a cruise when the crew realised he was blind.  It had in fact been disclosed when the party booked but apparently not relayed to the ship in question.  

Carol Brown responded and she has been telling me her experience of disclosure when trying to get a job. 

Brown
Well first of all the three that I did tick that box that said – do you feel you’ve got a disability – I actually got an interview, so I actually got three interviews out of three ticked boxes, which is – I mean for a start that’s pretty unusual because I generally only get about one interview out of six or seven.  And it was really the interview that surprised me because I thought I would just be put on the list and treated like everybody else.  But in all three cases – and this is all my opinion of it, it may be that I was just a candidate who wasn’t as good on merit as everyone else – but I felt I just wasn’t taken seriously.  Everyone was very nice to me in the interview, that wasn’t a problem, but I just got a very distinct feeling that I wasn’t there as a serious candidate.  So what’s the advantage in ticking that box?

White
Are you still disclosing or not?

Brown
No I’ve decided not to.  I mean I realise that people might disagree with me here but to me there’s no advantage in my disclosing I think at all and I’d rather just be considered on merit and not gone through that system.  And I have had a couple of other interviews where there hasn’t been a system or where I haven’t ticked the box, so I know that I do – at least I know in those interviews that I’m a serious candidate.

White
Can I just ask you – I mean are you finding it difficult to get a job?

Brown
I think I’m lucky to have the strike rate of interviews that I get, even without ticking the box, but yeah it’s difficult but at least I am getting some interviews, which I feel grateful for.

White
Carol Brown.  

Now with my Your and Yours hat on last Friday the programme looked at the problems benefit claimants were having when they wanted  to make accurate record of their benefit assessment interviews.  In particular we were hearing from people who are currently being transferred from Disability Living Allowance to Personal Independence Payments or PIPs.
PIPs are intended to help people meet the added living costs of disability.  But more than 60% of those turned down for the benefit are then being awarded it on appeal.  That’s why people say they want verbatim records of what was said in their interviews.  Right on the money this we thought for In Touch, so well worth hearing more about the story and some of the responses we got from you.  For visually impaired people in particular the easiest and the most reliable way to have a record is of course to record the interview.  The DWP says you can do this, the problem is only on out-of-date or very cumbersome equipment.  This is what DWP requires:

DWP Requirements
You will need to provide your own audio recording equipment.  Your recording equipment must be able to produce two identical copies of the recording before the assessment, either on audio cassette or CD.  We do not accept devices such as PCs, laptops, tablets, smartphones or MP3 players as recording devices.  You will need to give one copy of the recording to the assessor at the end of the appointment.

White
So let s hear from Ricky from South London.  He wanted to record his assessment but he went to the interview unaware of all these rules and instead brought this laptop. 

Ricky
I was sent a letter, I live in South West London, in Brixton, and was told that I should present myself at 09.30 in Milton Keynes on a weekday morning.  And I took a companion with me and a laptop.

White
And why did you want to record it?

Ricky
Because of my knowledge of the reasons for why people have been denied PIP…

White
That’s Personal Independence Payments.

Ricky
Personal Independence Payment.  But yeah so I thought okay I’ll record this, I’ll be able to put this recording on to a CD but was told that the only acceptable means of recording it, when I got to Milton Keynes, were two identical pocket memos – as we used to call them in the blind world, small tape recorders.  And then one recording was to be handed over.

White
So what did you think about the conditions they laid down for how you could record it?

Ricky
Well I thought they were ridiculous really, especially that we were actually able to produce a CD there and then without tampering with the recording, because obviously the idea is that – I think and she agreed with me, the lady who interviewed me – that you can edit digital recordings to exclude certain sections, that sort of thing.  But as we promised we would copy straight on to a CD from my laptop we thought that would be good enough but obviously it wasn’t.

White
Had you known about the recording conditions in advance could you have fulfilled them?

Ricky
No.

White
Why not?

Ricky
For many years I’ve not had such devices and they cost a certain amount of money and I could have actually gone out and bought them had I know in advance – two identical – I don’t even know if such things exist on the market anymore.

White
Well we thought we’d put that view of the market to the test.  We sent our reporter Andrew Fletcher with the DWP's tape recorder spec into the centre of Manchester to do some tape recorder shopping.

Fletcher
I’m in the centre of Manchester on an electronics shopping trip.  Now I’m recording this on a free app on my phone but of course that wouldn’t be acceptable for one of these assessments.  I’m going to need a recordable CD or cassette deck and I’m going to start my search at the hi-fi store Bang & Olufsen.

Assistant
Hello there.

Fletcher
Hi, I wonder if you can help me.  I’m looking for something that will record an interview, it has to be able to record two simultaneous versions of it at the same time.  Do you have anything like that?

Assistant
MP3?

Fletcher
Er no, it would have to be a CD or a cassette.

Assistant
No.  Not on cassette, you won’t find anyone selling cassette systems anymore.

Fletcher
Because I’m just going to look around Manchester to see if I can get this piece of kit.  How do you rate my chances?

Assistant
Zero.  Sorry.

Fletcher
Okay, next stop Maplin, the electronic specialist, it says on the sign.  Lots of gadgets and gizmos in here so let’s see if they’ve got what I need.

Assistant
Not on cassette we don’t, no.  I’ll be very honest with you it’s really hard to get hold of that stuff now.

Fletcher
Final throw of the dice.  This is the Buy Sell Exchange.

Assistant
We don’t get those in at all.  

Fletcher
Do you ever get anything like that?

Assistant
No, nothing like that.  We get the single ones but never double one or a CD one.

Fletcher
So no joy in the electronic shops of Manchester.  I have just had a look on eBay and found just what I want.  It’s a Neal Interview Recorder double tape cassette player, 7000 series, heavy duty.  It says this is the kind of thing used in police interviews.  Bids start at £32 but its condition is described as used not functioning.

White
Well just to remind you the Department for Work and Pensions says the reason that they don’t allow equipment such as laptops and smartphones is because they have a capability of editing and they can't provide a copy that can be easily verified.  

Well it is clear from your emails since that broadcast that Ricky is not alone.  Anthony Griffin emailed to say he's asked for a recording of his interview to be made for him. He was told it would be taped on audio cassette.  Anthony pointed out to them it will be virtually impossible for him to listen back to the recording without access to 20th Century technology.  

Vivien Harewood-Drake had a terrible time trying and failing to record her PIP assessment at home.  She asked if she could record it on a Dictaphone and then download in front of the assessor and put it on CD for her.  She was told on the phone that would be okay.  On the day the assessor refused because at some point in the process it involved using a computer.  

And Francis bought one of those old piece of police recording equipment, Andrew was being told about, on eBay.  He then discovered he had to buy a battery separately.  More cost, says Francis, and it weighed a ton.  

Any satisfied customers?  Do tell us your experiences, you can call our action line on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme or you can email us, that’s intouch@bbc.co.uk.  And if you are able to go online to our website there’s more information there and you can download tonight and subsequent programmes.  That’s it.  From me, Peter White, producer Siobhann Tighe and the team, goodbye.


