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Guide Dogs’ strategy 2010 – 2020: a vision of the future

Foreword

If you want to live a full life and contribute to your community, you need to be able to get around on your own. At Guide Dogs we’re in the business of making sure that losing your sight doesn’t mean losing this vital ability.

It’s a huge challenge - our research [1] shows that there are some 180,000 blind and partially-sighted people in the UK who never leave home alone - but, with the help of our supporters, it’s one we intend to continue facing head on.

Through our current five-year strategy, “Moving Forward Together”, we have made a great deal of progress: we have influenced changes in the law, brought together hundreds of new guide dog partnerships, and increased public understanding of what it’s like to live with sight loss. Now we need to build on this work over the next ten years and beyond.

This document sets out what we want to achieve between 2010 and 2020 and what we need to do to succeed. It is based on the results of research we published in 2007 into the needs of blind and partially-sighted children and adults. We asked thousands of people with sight loss to tell us about their lives; their answers form the foundation of our plans. 

We are not alone in our determination to bring about change. We are working closely with a wide range of other organisations to deliver the UK Vision Strategy. Together, we are aiming to develop an action plan which covers all aspects of sight loss and eye health across the four countries of the UK. Guide Dogs is proud to be a part of this and to be leading on the elements of the strategy which relate to freedom of movement for blind and partially-sighted people. This strategy will address key priorities in the UK Vision Strategy and it has been developed in the context of this wider work. 

We cannot underestimate the importance of working with like-minded groups and organisations to enhance the impact we are making and to achieve our joint aims. There are scores of organisations offering invaluable expertise in complementary fields to Guide Dogs, including work with blind and partially-sighted people.

Guide Dogs continues to be an internationally respected organisation, delivering a guide dog service and breeding programme of worldwide reputation, as well as a range of other highly effective services. With 10,000 dedicated and energetic volunteers and 1,000 skilled professional staff, we are confident that we can empower thousands more blind and partially-sighted people in the UK to get where they want to be, contribute fully to society and live the lives they have a right to expect.

Bridget Warr 
Chief Executive
Tony Aston

Chairman

[1] Functionality and the Needs of Blind and Partially-Sighted Adults in the UK, Guide Dogs, 2007

Functionality and the Needs of Blind and Partially-Sighted Young People in the UK, Guide Dogs 2008

Our vision
We want a society in which blind and partially-sighted people enjoy the same freedom of movement as everyone else.

Our purpose
We will deliver the guide dog service and other mobility services, as well as breaking down barriers - both physical and legal - to enable blind and partially-sighted people to get around on their own.

Our values
In all our activities we seek to be:

· Trustworthy

· Accountable and transparent

· Committed and dedicated to quality

· Customer focused

· Environmentally ethical

· Inclusive

Underpinning these values are the principles that we will be innovative and responsive, and will collaborate with others wherever that is to the benefit of blind and partially-sighted people.

Guide Dogs in a changing world

We live in exciting times. Progress in many areas of knowledge is helping to “level the playing field” for blind and partially-sighted people. Medical advances such as new drugs and gene therapy may reduce the severity of sight loss; digital communications have opened up new vistas of information; and technology is increasing opportunities for visually-impaired people to get around.

At the same time, the implementation of the UK Vision Strategy and new laws in Europe and the UK will result in greater freedom of movement for guide dog owners and other blind and partially-sighted people. Increased patient choice also means that people diagnosed with sight loss will have more opportunity to decide what sort of services they want to receive.

All this, rightly, means that blind and partially-sighted people expect to make more personal choices about their lives - what they do for a living, how they spend their leisure time, how they participate in all aspects of society. Blind and partially-sighted children, particularly, have a right to grow up knowing they have as much chance of fulfilling their dreams as their sighted friends. 
This calls for services which recognise these individual goals and aspirations and offer people the support they need in achieving them. Local authorities have an obligation to provide these services - subject to competing demands - and Guide Dogs will campaign to ensure adequate funding is provided for such services. We will also work with other organisations to ensure services are joined up and not duplicated.

We work with thousands of blind and partially-sighted people of all ages. We have decades of experience; thousands of committed staff and volunteers; a sound financial foundation; and the determination to campaign for the rights of visually-impaired people. The guide dog is our unique contribution to enabling blind and partially-sighted people to get around freely and independently, and the health and welfare of our guide dogs remains paramount in our work. 

We’re not oblivious to the obstacles we face: the long-term economic outlook, for instance, will affect us all; and taking on big issues like transport and street design is not for the fainthearted. But we are confident that, by working closely with others in our field and listening carefully to those we’re here to support, we can help many more people recover the ability to get around - to assist them on their “mobility journey”.

The mobility journey

When you’re told you’re losing your sight, the emotional impact is usually immediate and overwhelming. Most people become depressed and their confidence decreases. The journey towards being able to get around independently and live a full life can be a long and difficult one. But there are ways in which it can be made a lot less daunting.

Guide Dogs’ strategy from 2010 - 2020 is based on what blind and partially-sighted people have told us, through research, about the services they need to assist them on their journey to independence. We have called this the “mobility journey”.

Of course, everyone will experience this journey differently, but these are the staging posts we have identified and through which our strategy aims to help people travel - at their own pace and with all the support they need. As life circumstances change, you may need to revisit some stages of the mobility journey.

No one organisation can deliver the whole strategy. Guide Dogs will collaborate extensively with other organisations to do this. Of course, the support of others who have faced similar challenges is invaluable throughout the journey and we will do all we can to encourage this.

Not everyone will necessarily experience every stage of the mobility journey in this order, but our research suggests the following:

Stage one - diagnosis
When you are diagnosed with an eye condition which will lead to permanent sight loss you are likely to experience depression or anxiety. Research shows that most people enter a period of uncertainty at this point: they may not be clear exactly what their diagnosis means and need help and support in understanding their individual eye condition and the changes it will bring to their daily lives. If it’s a child who has been diagnosed, there will also be emotional repercussions for the family.

For those at this stage, our strategy is to:

· continue, through research, to increase our understanding of eye conditions and their effect on the ability of blind and partially-sighted people to get around. (Guide Dogs is the third largest funder of ophthalmic research in the UK.)

· share our research results with eye care professionals and other organisations which work with blind and partially-sighted people - to help with their campaigns, for example

· increase our understanding of the emotional impact of sight loss

Stage two - getting through the depression

In order to move on from stage one, the emotional trauma you are experiencing usually needs to be treated in some way. This doesn’t necessarily mean medical treatment, but it’s often important to have the time and space to talk through your feelings with someone who understands and can help you regain your confidence. Your family and friends may also need information and support. 

For those at this stage, our strategy is to:

· support people in overcoming the emotional trauma of sight loss, through a new service, and through working with other organisations

· provide support to children to who are diagnosed with permanent sight loss

· provide support to the families and carers of children and adults with sight loss 

· enable people to understand their own needs in relation to getting around

Stage three - wanting to get out and about

When you begin to feel more confident again, you can start to think about your needs in terms of getting around and what might be the best way for you to do this. At this stage it’s very important to have the support of someone who understands your individual needs and aspirations.

For those at this stage, our strategy is to:

· listen and talk to people - adults and children - enabling them to clarify their needs and aspirations in terms of getting around

· assist people in putting together a plan of support to enable them to achieve their aspirations

· link up with experts in other organisations so that services are tailored to people’s precise needs

· work with people to enable them to make best use of any remaining vision

· use dogs who don’t make it as guide dogs as “buddy dogs” to help counter isolation and depression, and to help assess whether individuals would benefit from having a guide dog

Stage four - finding the right services

Once you’ve begun to make choices about how you wish to get around, you’ll need to find a service that will enable you to meet your needs and learn the appropriate skills, such as the guide dog service or long cane training.

For those at this stage, our strategy is to:

· increase the number of guide dog partnerships we deliver each year, continuing to train them to meet the specific needs of individuals

· remain committed to the care and welfare of our guide dogs and our ethical breeding policies

· support people to identify the right mobility services for them

· work with other organisations to improve the overall standard of rehabilitation and mobility services for blind and partially-sighted people in the UK, and ensure suitably trained staff are available

· encourage research into the application of new technology which can improve the ways in which blind and partially-sighted people get around

· develop a “sighted guiding” service, training family members and volunteers to become guides to blind and partially-sighted people

Outcome of the mobility journey - getting around with confidence

Having found the right service and learned the skills you need, you will have completed your personal “mobility journey”. You will be mobile again, with the increased opportunities that brings to live the life you want to, at work and at leisure, and to play a more active part in society. Before you can make the most of these opportunities, there may still be barriers to overcome - poor street design, for instance, or lack of public understanding - but you are able to move on with your life.

At this stage, for the benefit of all blind and partially-sighted people, our strategy is to:

· honour our lifetime commitment to every guide dog owner

· campaign and work with other organisations to put an end to street designs and physical obstacles which threaten the safety of blind and partially-sighted people

· act on behalf of blind and partially-sighted people where they have experienced discrimination in getting around or accessing goods or services

· join forces with other organisations to ensure our governments comply with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities

· continue to campaign for accessible travel information systems

· increase public awareness of how blind and partially-sighted people get around and how sighted people can help

· develop training for providers of transport, catering and retail services on mobility and access

· develop courses on design and accessibility for architects and the construction industry
Our strategy is directly linked to the UK Vision Strategy and addresses aspects of its three key aims to:

· improve the eye health of the people of the UK 

· eliminate avoidable sight loss and deliver excellent support to those with a visual impairment

· enhance the inclusion, participation and independence of blind and partially-sighted people

Funding our future

Making our strategy into reality will cost money. We will:

· nurture our relationship with our supporters, deepening their knowledge and understanding of the mobility journey and the crucial nature of our work

· seek new supporters with clear and targeted messages about our work and the need for financial support

· research funding possibilities from trusts and other grant-making bodies

· continue to rely on the public’s generosity for the guide dog service and generate new income streams to fund our services

· continue to promote to our supporters the value of leaving a gift in their will 
· explore the opportunities to earn fees for the fields in which we have expertise

· continue to manage our reserves prudently so that our services are not interrupted

Managing our future

Our strategy is an ambitious one. We will need to manage our work effectively and efficiently and marshal all the resources at our disposal. We have a highly committed workforce of staff and volunteers, and a body of service users who are extremely helpful and articulate in giving us their views. We will:

· ensure that the requirements of individual blind and partially-sighted people are the starting point for all our activities

· strengthen our links with volunteers 

· continue to listen actively to our clients 

· collaborate with other organisations - the success of our strategy depends on our willingness to work together

· value experience, and learn from best practice throughout the sector 
· ensure that all departments of the organisation work together for the benefit of blind and partially-sighted people

· make sure that Guide Dogs is governed in a way that enables us to do the best possible job

Investing in our future - always aiming for better services

Our strategy will ensure we are constantly finding ways to get better at providing services to blind and partially-sighted people. We know that we can only continue to develop and improve our services if our workforce has the skills and support it needs.

We will:

· provide our staff and volunteers with the support and training they need to use their skills in delivering the strategy

· foster the unique talents of every person working for us

· continually monitor our activities so that we are always able to see the “big picture” of how we are serving blind and partially-sighted people

· invest in the buildings and equipment needed to do the job

Find out more

To find out more about Guide Dogs’ future strategy and plans, please e-mail chiefexecutive@guidedogs.org.uk or call 0118 9838253

This publication is also available in Braille, large print, audio and text only formats, and in alternative languages upon request.

Please call 0118 9838243 or e-mail publications@guidedogs.org.uk.
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