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Introduction  

 

This guide is part of our Disability Guide Series. The series contains 10 in-depth documents to 

support employees with disabilities across all considerations of the employee experience.   

 

In addition to this one, they cover: 

 

- Colour blindness in the workplace 

- Developing assistance dog policies 

- Disability staff networks 

- Inclusive communications 

- Supporting colleagues who acquire their impairment whilst in your employment 

- Supporting colleagues with learning disabilities in the workplace 

- Supporting colleagues with long term health conditions in the workplace 

- Supporting colleagues with physical disabilities in the workplace 

- Understanding non-visible disabilities 

 

This guide focuses on supporting employees with sensory impairments. If you want to find 

out more information, or want to know how to bring this, or any of the content in our 

Disability Guide Series, to life in a meaningful way for your organisation please speak to your 

Account Manager. 

 

Sensory impairment refers to people who are Deaf or hard of hearing; Blind or Visually 

Impaired; or those who have combined sight and hearing loss (also known as dual sensory 

loss).  

 

In the UK, 1 in 30 people have sight loss, 11 million are Deaf or hard of hearing, and 400,000 

Deafblind people have developed both sight and hearing loss. By 2050, the number of people 

with sight loss is set to double due to increases in risk factors such as obesity, diabetes and 

age. 

 

This guide has been designed to support organisations to better understand the needs of 

employees with a sensory impairment and provide guidance and support on mechanisms for 

adapting working practices, policies, and procedures to develop a genuinely inclusive culture. 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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1. Definitions and context 

Sensory impairment is an umbrella term that is often used in 

reference to damage that occurs to the structure of the eyes or ears 

affecting the normal functioning of vision and hearing senses. 
 

The preferred terminology for someone with a level of hearing loss is “Deaf or hard of 

hearing”. You may sometimes see people refer to the Deaf Community (with a capital “D”).  

This often refers to individuals who are profoundly Deaf and use British Sign Language (BSL) 

as their primary language. When referring to Deaf communities it is best practice to 

capitalise, as for many people it is referring to their cultural identification with the 

community, or shared language. 

 

Whilst being Deaf or hard of hearing is protected under the Equalities Act 2010 under 

disability, many Deaf people see themselves as a linguistic minority rather than as disabled 

people.  It is therefore essential that employers speak with colleagues to understand which 

language and terminology they prefer and identify with best. 

The preferred terminology for someone with a level of sight loss is “Blind or Visually 

Impaired”. Blind will refer to someone who has been registered as “blind” by a doctor or 

practitioner but does not always confer that an individual has total sight loss. Someone who 

is visually impaired will have a greater level of sight to someone who is Blind but will still 

require adaptations and support to access work, education and society in general. There has 

recently been an increase in Blind being capitalised as more people identify themselves as a 

community, although this is not as widely spread.  

 

Deafblindness is the loss of sight and hearing that impacts communication, mobility and 

ability to access information. This includes ‘progressive’ sight and hearing loss, where sight 

and hearing may deteriorate over a period of time. Deafblindness is often also referred to as 

‘dual sensory loss’ or ‘dual sensory impairment’. 

 

Back to contents 
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2. Stats and facts 

Here you can learn some key facts about sight loss, hearing loss and 

multi-sensory loss. 

Sight loss 
 
• In the UK, there are almost 2 million people living with sight loss. Of these, around 

360,000 are registered as blind or partially sighted (NHS 2018). 

• The average unemployment rate of blind and partially sighted people of working age 

is over 75%. 

 

Hearing loss 
 

• It is estimated that there are 11 million people in the UK (1 in 6) who are Deaf or Hard 

or Hearing, and 151,000 of these people use BSL. The British Sign Language Act 2022 

means that BSL is now recognised as an official language of England, Scotland and 

Wales. 

• At least 4.4 million people with hearing loss are of working age. 

• Almost three-quarters (74%) of respondents felt that their employment opportunities 

were limited because of their hearing loss. (Hearinglink UK 2020). 

 

Multi-sensory loss 
 

• According to Deafblind UK it is estimated that there are nearly 400,000 Deafblind 

people in the UK. This is expected to increase to over 600,000 by 2030 due to our 

ageing population. 

 

Back to contents 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/


Inclusive Employers - Disability Guide Series, Supporting colleagues with sensory 
impairments 

 

© Inclusive Employers 2022 | www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk | Version 2, August 2022  5 
 

3. Developing an inclusive culture  

Making sure the workplace is inclusive for people with a sensory 

impairment can seem like a daunting task. Making small changes to 

the workplace can make a huge difference, not just for those with a 

sensory impairment, but for the organisation as a whole. You can 

learn more about how to do this on page 10.

From recruitment through to employment, many systems are built on the premise that 

everyone is able to consume information in the same way. Digital advancements have 

enabled many zero cost, or low cost, solutions that can benefit an organisation’s approach, 

not just for people with a sensory impairment but for all employees.   

As an organisation it’s worth considering all the systems that are used, by undertaking an 

Equality Impact Assessment on each to ensure they are appropriate for everyone in the 

organisation.  

Developing an inclusive culture in an organisation requires an approach involving all 

employees. Many of the interaction’s that colleagues have on a day-to-day basis go beyond 

line manager and direct report, so providing training and learning opportunities to all 

colleagues is essential.  Expanding thinking to include the social elements of the workplace 

will significantly improve the experience and feeling of belonging for colleagues with sensory 

impairments, so ensuring that venues, away days, and benefits packages are also inclusive is 

essential.  

It's also important to consider the mental health of employees with sensory impairments. 

Their experience may impact their overall wellbeing so having a list of resources to signpost 

to can help support their mental wellbeing as well as evidence their needs have been 

considered.  

Back to contents 
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4. Top tips  

 

Learn how to build inclusive environments for sensory impairments. 
 

1. Communications – Consider how the organisation (team and wider) shares and 
present its communications. Are there different accessibility formats available (read 
the Inclusive Communications guide for more information) E.g. Screen readers for 
documents or grayscale presentations etc. 
 

2. Connecting virtually – Understand the different needs of individuals with sensory 
impairments and use the functions on internal comms channels that may help 
connect more effectively when working remotely. E.g. Closed captioning on 
Teams/Zoom. 
 

3. Returning to the office – Consider what works best for individuals with sensory 
impairments. Is there an option to be more flexible around how they work? Ask them 
about their needs and preferences.  
 

4. Inclusion Passport – Consider introducing an Inclusion Passport for all employees, so 
they can disclose any reasonable adjustments to managers, who can then offer 
support. This is important for all, but particularly good at supporting those with 
disabilities.  
 

5. Be proactive - For some people who have acquired their sensory impairment, or are 
new to an organisation, it may be a learning journey for them too, in terms of what 
reasonable adjustments they may need. 
 

6. Read the complete Disability Guide Series – This includes guidance on guide dog 
policies, supporting those who acquire their impairment in employment and an 
inclusive communication guide, all of which may support learning on sensory 
impairment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Back to contents 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
https://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Inclusive-Communications_Guidance.pdf
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https://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/resource/disabilitypackage/
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5. Case studies 

In this section we share two case studies. They highlight important 

adaptations that employers can make to be more inclusive of sensory 

impairments, and other disabilities, in the workplace. 

1) Disability Sport Wales on including people with visual impairments in the workplace 

 

In this case study James Ledger, Disability Sport Wales (DSW) National Youth Board, 

Wellbeing Officer and T12 sprinter, and Fiona Reid, CEO Disability Sport Wales, share how 

James’ visual impairment enhances the role he has in the organisation and how he is 

included by them. 

 
  James Ledger  
 

From birth I was born with a condition called bilateral coloboma and nystagmus, which     

means I am registered blind. Throughout my early life I spent all my time trying to hide who 

I was and blend in with the crowd, my confidence and independence were extremely low 

until I found sport.  

 

I joined Disability Sport Wales as an athlete and through the years they have guided and 

supported me to reach the elite level of sport. Not only have they given me confidence on 

the track but they’ve helped me grow as a person. I was able to attend university, where my 

independence developed greatly, and I was able to achieve my degree. Alongside my 

athletics career I was successful in becoming an employee of Disability Sport Wales as the 

National Youth Board Coordinator. 

 
Throughout my employment with Disability Sport Wales, I have always been met with open 

and honest communication, something I believe is key in me being able to carry out my 

role. I have been equipped with a laptop and large screen monitor to carry out my work on 

and through the IT support team I was able to have numerous accessibility applications on 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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my desktop. Before any course or team meeting with Disability Sport Wales, content of the 

session is always sent to me so I can one, open it on my monitor and two, check for 

understanding.  

 

As an organisation what Disability Sport Wales (DSW) do well is naturally include and 

accommodate my visual needs and this has given me the confidence to talk openly and ask 

for help. DSW arranged the office to suit my needs to make it as easy and accessible to sit 

at my workstation. I never feel under pressure, I never feel isolated, and I have never been 

made to feel uncomfortable with my disability.  

 

Disability Sport Wales have also learnt to utilise my unique experience and knowledge – I 

often get asked to give my feedback on formatted documents for advertising and 

information purposes. I provide feedback that will make sure the documents best meet the 

needs of everyone who would be viewing them,  

 

A consideration for Disability Sport Wales in the future could be around meetings, 

understanding transport limitations and anxiety around traveling to new places as an 

individual. For me this is a major barrier in my life and something I always consider, so 

perhaps having more options like Zoom and Teams to attend meetings could be an option. 

Another consider could be the format used to share content and information - 

making sure it is in a favourable font and size, and the background colour is considered (e.g. 

emails, PowerPoints, documents).   

 

Disability Sport Wales is a fantastic organisation to work for and they will always continue 

to learn and grow with their employees at the core of what they do. 

  

Fiona Reid 
 

Disability Sport Wales are the lead organisation for disability sport in Wales.  A company 

limited by guarantee and a charity, DSW receive lottery and exchequer funding to support 

the delivery of physical activity (including sport) pathways, which are inclusive of disabled 

people in Wales. This pathway starts with the thought of activity and takes each individual 

to where they want, or have the potential, to go. 

 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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As an organisation we no longer deliver sport, but we work with partners to ensure that 

sport is available in formats that are accessible and appeal to disabled people, and will 

enhance participation, achievement and engagement.  Our purpose as an organisation, and 

our behaviours as a company and group of people, are very much centred around a 

fundamental philosophy of ‘everyone can’. Our approach is grounded in the Functional 

Model of Disability (where focus is given to what people can do and ensuring that systems, 

processes, policies and practice add to that), which in turn is built on the foundations of the 

Social Model of Disability (disability is a construct defined by society and individuals are 

excluded as a consequence of social structure rather than their impairment). 

 

DSW also have a Diversity Framework that defines the context in which all elements of the 

organisation function. Valuing diversity, understanding equity and equality and striving for 

inclusion are the foundations upon, and within which, everything else exists. Diversity isn’t a 

policy that gathers dust or is referred to as a last resort, but is a founding principle to all we 

do, and exists in everything. Ensuring we have great representation of different 

communities, people, beliefs, backgrounds, and experiences brings the most value to DSW 

as a company. We are still lacking in some areas, but we are working hard to understand 

what we don’t know, and how we can change that. 

 

Having James in our team is positive in so many ways – he brings insight, innovation and 

knowledge, and his personality makes him an essential part of the DSW ecosystem; as a man 

who is registered blind he brings additional expertise, which is drawn on by us, and our 

partner organisations, to make inclusive changes to buildings, information, communication, 

and practice.  His visual impairment gives him experience that is different to his colleagues, 

and in that different experience we grow together as an inclusive team – hopefully always 

doing things better than we have before.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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2) Accessibility in the workplace – a practical guide 

 

Inclusive Employers’ associate Bethany Berry uses her lived experience to highlight how 

employers can create accessible workplaces for disabled people. 

 
Why is accessibility in the workplace important? 

 
More than ever, organisations are recognising the business case of having a diverse 

workforce and the positive outcomes it brings. Having a diverse workforce increases 

productivity, boosts morale, increases collaboration and critical thinking and allows 

organisations to reach a more diverse client base. 

 

Disability accessibility is not only important when employers are recruiting and onboarding, 

but also to retain current employees with disabilities. Under The Equality Act (2010): 

 

“Employers must make reasonable adjustments to make sure workers with disabilities, or 

physical or mental health conditions, are not substantially disadvantaged when doing their 

jobs. This applies to all workers, including trainees, apprentices, contract workers and 

business partners.” 

 
How to create disabled access in the workplace 

 
For many years, it has been considered that accessibility in the workplace is just about 

installing lifts and ramps and having an accessible toilet. In reality, much more is needed to 

overcome accessibility issues in the workplace. 

 

As an employer there are a variety of actions you could take to make your organisation 

accessible for disabled people. The actions below are not an exhaustive list and every 

disabled person’s needs will be different, but each section provides a starting point for 

thinking about your own workplace accessibility checklist: 

 
Adapting the workplace 

 
• Creating or reserving parking spaces near to the entrance/exits of the building so 

that people with limited mobility are supported. 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
https://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/blog/business-case-for-diversity-and-inclusion-a-quick-guide/
https://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/blog/business-case-for-diversity-and-inclusion-a-quick-guide/
https://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/blog/understanding-and-improving-disability-recruitment-practices/
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• Having step free access to the building 

• Having automatic doors to help those with limited dexterity 

• Installing lifts (including braille on buttons) and ramps 

• Having braille on doors and all signage 

• Having accessible toilets 

• Having access to kettle/ microwave (if provided for all colleagues) and having a 

lowered reception desk. 

 

Adapting the work environment 
 

• Changing how the office is set up so that there is enough room for a wheelchair 

user to get to their desk without asking others to move 

• Using natural daylight bulbs 

• Ensuring meeting rooms are fitted with hearing loops 

• Moving a wheelchair user and their team to the ground floor if there is no lift. 

 
Modifying or acquiring specialist equipment  
 

• A one-handed keyboard 

• An ergonomic mouse 

• A height adjustable or standing desk 

• An ergonomic or saddle desk chairs 

• Dictation software 

Employers are legally required to conduct a display screen equipment (DSE), which also plays 

a crucial role in identifying your employees’ needs. 

 
Assisted support 
 

• Screen reader 

• Personal assistant 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
https://www.hse.gov.uk/msd/dse/
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Training  
 

• Inclusion and diversity training 

• Disability awareness training 

• Having subtitles (assumes audience can hear the audio, but needs dialogue in text 

form) or closed captions (assumes an audience cannot hear the audio and needs a 

text description of what they would otherwise be hearing) on all e-learning 

material/e-meetings 

 

Working pattern 
 

• Consider if flexible working, home working or change in working hours would be 

beneficial to your employee 

 
Health and safety when creating disabled access in the workplace 
 
Health and safety is another important consideration when creating an accessible workplace.  

As a person with a physical disability and a wheelchair user, I have often felt that 

organisations failed to take my health and safety seriously. 

 

A building is not accessible if a person with a disability cannot always enter and exit the 

building safely, this includes in the event of an evacuation. 

 

As an employer, health and safety for all employees is crucial, but I have personally 

experienced several negative experiences due to my disability. 

 

As I highlighted earlier, having accessible toilets, lifts and ramps are wonderful ways that an 

employer can be seen to be inclusive, but as an employer please also consider the list of 

questions highlighted below. 

 

Key health and safety considerations for disability accessibility 
 

• Is there an emergency pull cord in your accessible toilet? Does it work? When was it 

last checked? If the pull cord is activated, who receives that information and what is 

the plan following activation?  

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
https://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/learning-and-development/
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• Is there a current procedure to identify employees who may need a personal 

emergency evacuation plan (PEEP)? In the event of an evacuation – this may include 

employees with physical disabilities such as wheelchair users (this group of people 

are high risk as many wheelchair users will not be able to use the stairs) as well as 

employees with learning difficulties or those with PTSD.   

• Is there a procedure for visitors who may need a PEEP? Is there a procedure for 

employees who may need a PEEP for a short time? i.e., pregnant people. 

• Who is responsible for making sure the PEEP is completed correctly, put into place, 

and reviewed regularly? 

• If it is identified that an employee with a PEEP requires the use of an evacuation chair 

to safely exit the building in the event of an evacuation, do you have an evacuation 

chair? Is it safe to use? When was it last serviced? Do you have employees that are 

already trained on how to operate the chair safely? Are fire marshals aware of 

employees who have PEEPS? 

• How are you notified that an evacuation needs to take place? i.e do you have a 

standard alarm, or do you have a Visual Alarm Device (VAD)? 

• If an employee with a disability discovered a fire or a need for evacuation, would 

they be able to raise the alarm safely and independently? 

 

How to ensure people know how your workplace is accessible 
 
Communicating to employees, potential employees and customers that your workplace is 

accessible will give them trust and confidence in you as an employer, provider or partner. 

 

Here some suggestions for making sure that people know all the ways your workplace is 

accessible: 

• Allow people with disabilities to take a tour of your building. 

• When sending out job adverts, tell perspective employees that you are looking 

to receive applications from those with disabilities. 

• If your organisation is a Disability Confident employer display it on your website 

and social media channels. 

• If your organisation has done any networking with disability charities, display it. 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
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• Make your website accessible by using appropriate fonts and colours and alt text. 

 
Funding 

 

Disabled employees may be entitled to support that may help them to get a job or stay in a 

job. Access to Work is a publicly funded employment support programme that aims to help 

more disabled people start or stay in work. It can provide practical and financial support for 

people who have a disability or long term physical or mental health condition. It is 

something that disabled employees can apply for independently of work, employers do not 

apply for it on their behalf. 

 

Support can be provided where someone needs help or adaptations beyond reasonable 

adjustments. Access to Work will not pay for reasonable adjustments. These are the changes 

that employers’ are responsible for and must legally make to support you to do your job. 

 

An Access to Work grant can pay for practical support to help your employee stay in work, 

or to support you if you are self-employed. The Channel Islands and the Isle of Man are not 

covered by Access to Work and there is a different service in Northern Ireland. 

 

Access to Work does not provide the support itself but provides a grant to reimburse the 

cost of the support that is needed.    

  

Final thoughts 
 
A lack of accessibility in the workplace has always been a barrier to those with disabilities. 

The times are now slowly changing, and organisations are beginning to understand the 

benefits of having a diverse workforce and the part accessibility within the workplace plays. 

 

As an employer, admit when you are out of your depth and require guidance – start by asking 

the employee with the disability what their needs are and what find out what support they 

actually need.  Although we have a long way to go, I believe through educating organisations 

and by employers asking questions, together we can build a more inclusive future for all.  

 

 

Back to contents 

http://www.inclusiveemployers.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/access-to-work
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6. Sources 

Follow these links to learn more about sensory impairments. 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/vision-loss/  
 
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/hearing-loss/  
 
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/deafblindness/  
 
https://livingindependently.lbhf.gov.uk/health-and-wellbeing/health-conditions/sensory-
impairment 
 
https://www.hearinglink.org/  
 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/british-sign-language-bill-set-to-clear-final-stage-
before-becoming-law  
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