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Executive Summary

This report presents findings from a survey of 831 visually impaired people (404 guide dog owners and 427 non-guide dog owners) that addressed reasons for owning (or not owning) a guide dog, and perceptions of guide dog ownership.  The objective of this research was to provide a greater understanding of Guide Dogs’ “market”, that is the motivations and needs of those visually impaired people who do apply for a guide dog; and conversely, the reasons why other visually impaired people do not apply for a guide dog, including any barriers to application.  

· Awareness and understanding of Guide Dogs’ services

The findings suggest that awareness of Guide Dogs is generally high amongst visually impaired people and that there is a good understanding amongst these ‘potential’ guide dog owners of the role of a guide dog.  However, this survey and other recent research
 highlight certain groups (older people, national minority groups) who are less likely to be aware of the Association.  

Recommendation 1: Raising awareness of Guide Dogs' services amongst marginalised groups

Information about Guide Dogs' services should be targeted at key (under-informed) groups, utilising the channels of influence and information available to them, including social and health care providers and informal social networks.
· Barriers to applying for a guide dog

The survey addressed reasons why visually impaired people who do not currently own a guide dog have not applied for one.  A significant number of non-owners (23%) simply do not feel they (currently) have a need for a guide dog.  However, a higher proportion (four in ten) would consider applying for one in the future, reflecting a widespread awareness of the benefits to owning a guide dog and the large potential market for the ‘guide dog product’.  Yet the survey also found that there are a number of barriers - informational, psychological, social and physical/ environmental - to applying for a guide dog.  

Recommendation 2:  Removing barriers to applying for a guide dog

The potential market for Guide Dogs’ services is faced with a number of perceived barriers to applying for a guide dog.  However, that many current owners initially perceived the same barriers to applying suggests that they can be overcome.  Relating to Recommendation 1, informational barriers (and to some extent social barriers) can be overcome by raising awareness, for example about eligibility criteria for guide dog ownership and the full range of benefits of ownership (see Recommendation 3).  Where psychological barriers (e.g. non-acceptance of blindness, lack of confidence, reservations about owning a dog) exist, these need to be identified and addressed before the idea of applying for a guide dog becomes acceptable.

· The benefits of owning a guide dog
The most commonly cited benefit of owning a guide dog (by more than four in five owners) is increased mobility.  In addition, independence, confidence, companionship, socialising and (to a lesser extent) security, are felt to be benefits by a significant number of owners.  Some owners also feel that they are treated differently when with their guide dog – people tend to be friendlier and offer more help – which they consider to be another positive aspect of ownership.  These psychological and social dimensions of owning a guide dog distinguish it from other mobility aids in its capacity to transform the lives of owners.

· The drawbacks to owning a guide dog
Conversely, a guide dog is understood by visually impaired people to have certain limitations and drawbacks, which other 'mobility aids' (such as a white cane) implicitly do not suffer from.  These include the responsibility/ hard work involved in caring for the dog, places where it is not possible or convenient to take the dog (each mentioned by almost a third of owners) and (to a lesser extent) the inconvenience of not being able to go away on holiday, dog hairs and cleaning up after the dog.  

· Variations in perceptions of owning a guide dog

The benefits to ownership as well as the limitations and drawbacks are perceived differently according to owners' backgrounds and needs.  Gender, age, level of vision, and domestic circumstances, for example, influence expectations and reasons for applying for a guide dog and subsequently how guide dog owners conceptualise the role of their guide dog.  

Recommendation 3: Recognising different needs and expectations of service users

The broader definition of a guide dog beyond its mobility function, encompassing its role as a companion and a means of providing independence, confidence, social contact and status, needs to be fully acknowledged and exploited by Guide Dogs.  Raising awareness amongst the public and potential guide dog owners of the immense impact of a guide dog on a visually impaired person’s life could increase donor support and expand our service user base.

In addition, it is important to recognise different service users’ needs, preferences and expectations of what a guide dog can offer.  Owning a guide dog involves taking on considerable responsibility and adapting one's lifestyle and routine to incorporate the needs of the dog.  In some cases, a guide dog may not be the most appropriate or convenient mobility aid for a visually impaired person.  For many others, a guide dog offers much more than merely increased mobility - for example, companionship and confidence.  An understanding of the influence of different backgrounds and preferences should influence not only the design and targeting of information to different groups of potential owners (see Recommendation 1), but also the tailoring of training programs to meet individual service users’ needs.  Finally, the ‘unrealistic’ expectations of a small number of visually impaired people of the role of a guide dog (e.g. collecting post), can offer an insight into how the ‘guide dog product’ might be improved to better meet the needs of visually impaired people.  

This research, then, provides the Association with a greater understanding of the way in which visually impaired people – including both our actual and potential client population – understand the role and function of a guide dog.  It has begun to define the ways in which different groups perceive, and could potentially benefit from, a guide dog; and the circumstances in which other mobility aids may be more appropriate or convenient than a guide dog.  It has also highlighted the challenges facing the Association in raising awareness of and facilitating access to its services amongst its (potential) client population.  These results are thus intended to inform Guide Dogs’ decision-making regarding the future direction and development of its services.  The report concludes by identifying a number of key areas for further research that will support this ongoing decision-making process.

1
Introduction

1.1
Objective

This report presents findings from research that addressed reasons for owning (or not owning) a guide dog, and perceptions of guide dog ownership.  The objective of this research was to provide a greater understanding of Guide Dogs’ “market”, that is the motivations and needs of those visually impaired people who do apply for a guide dog; and conversely, the reasons why other visually impaired people do not apply for a guide dog, including any barriers to application.

1.2 Methods

The research was conducted between January and May 2003, and comprised two stages:

a) A preliminary, qualitative stage to define the boundaries of enquiry for the study.  Six focus groups were conducted by Guide Dogs researchers at four locations within the UK, involving a total of 29 visually impaired people - both guide dog owners and non-owners recruited from local voluntary services for visually impaired people.  (The findings from this stage are reported elsewhere);

b) The main survey stage involving telephone interviews with visually impaired people - both guide dog owners and non-guide dog owners.  Participants were recruited from Guide Dogs’ database of guide dog owners and via UK voluntary associations for blind and partially-sighted people willing to support the survey by forwarding information about it to visually impaired people on their database.  Visually impaired people contacted via these organisations were asked to complete and return a consent slip to Guide Dogs (in prepaid envelopes) or to call a freephone number, supplying their telephone number and convenient times to call for an interview if they were willing to participate in the survey.  In addition, 3004 guide dog owners were contacted directly, and the same request made to return consent slips or to call the freephone number.  Approximately the first 400 of each population group who gave their consent were contacted for the interview.  The interviews were conducted by a research agency, Buckingham Research, commissioned by Guide Dogs and able to handle the volume of interviewing and data processing.  The questionnaire for the telephone interviews was based on data gathered from the earlier focus groups, and included experiences in using the NHS, views on user involvement and perceptions around guide dog ownership.

This report details the findings from the survey relating to guide dog ownership.

2 Findings

A total of 831 visually impaired people (404 guide dog owners and 427 non-guide dog owners) were interviewed.  Of the guide dog owners interviewed half are male (50%); while a higher proportion of non-owners are female (59%).  Guide dog owners surveyed are younger than non-owners: 51% owners compared to 80% non-owners are retired.  Almost all of those interviewed (98% of owners and non-owners, respectively) are white.  All of the guide dog owners, and most (97%) of the non-owners interviewed, are registered either blind or partially-sighted.  Significantly more non-owners (86%) than owners (60%) have residual vision.  Non-owners are slightly more likely to live alone than owners (38% versus 33%).  Two-thirds of non-owners (67%) compared to 50% of owners have no qualifications.  While more owners than non-owners are in paid employment or are self-employed (14% versus 6%), more owners than non-owners classified themselves as ‘unable to work’ (18% versus 8%).  Most of the guide dog owners interviewed (79%) have owned a guide dog for over five years. 

2.1 Awareness of Guide Dogs

The survey asked owners who had initially suggested they apply for a guide dog, and non-owners whether they had heard of Guide Dogs prior to the survey.  The findings suggest widespread awareness, in the main, of the Association.

· Other people as sources of information about applying for a guide dog

For many owners, the suggestion to apply for a guide dog came from other people, most often friends and family (for 25% of men, and 18% of women) or a social worker (for 16% of men and 20% of women).  In some cases, a doctor/ nurse (9%) or member of Guide Dogs’ staff (7%) made the suggestion.  The suggestion was more likely to have come from a doctor/ nurse (12%) or friend (14%) for those guide dog owners of retirement age.

· Owners’ existing knowledge of guide dogs
More commonly (27%), interviewees had decided themselves to apply for a dog, suggesting a pre-existing awareness of the Association.  Similar results were obtained from the Guide Dogs satisfaction research conducted in 2001.

· Non-owners knowledge of guide dogs
The vast majority (93%) of interviewees who are not guide dog owners had also heard of Guide Dogs prior to this survey, again suggesting widespread awareness of the Association amongst the visually impaired.

· Groups unaware of Guide Dogs
Awareness of the Association seems to be higher amongst younger visually impaired people: of the 30 non-owners (7% of this group) who had not heard of Guide Dogs prior to the survey, all but one respondent is retired.

It is important to bear in mind that the sample for this survey included very few people from national minority groups (1.6%) or people who are not registered blind or partially sighted (1.6%).  Other recent research
 has shown that awareness of Guide Dogs amongst national minority populations tends to be much lower.  Of those receiving rehabilitation services from social services, up to a third know about guide dogs and 42% are familiar with the services provided by the Association.  Most commonly, the rehabilitation worker had provided this information, although some had seen guide dogs on the street or learnt about them through other channels.  Of those who are not receiving any rehabilitation services (and are not registered blind or partially-sighted) awareness seems to be lower still.

2.2
Perceptions and misperceptions of guide dog ownership

2.2.1
Expectations about the role of a guide dog

The survey asked owners why they had initially applied for a guide dog (to get a sense of what they expected from the dog) and asked non-owners how they thought a guide dog might be able to help someone with a sight loss.  The findings suggest there is a good understanding amongst ‘potential’ guide dog owners of what to expect from a guide dog.

· Mobility, independence and confidence

Current guide dog owners had initially applied for a guide dog because they wanted help with getting around (i.e. mobility; 75%) or more independence (30% of men and 41% of women; 39% of retirees and 31% of working age).  Over one in ten owners had applied for a guide dog to increase their confidence (10% of men and those retired; and 13% of women and those of working age).  Twice as many owners with residual vision than without (15% versus 7%) applied for this reason.  Some (3%) also mentioned their dissatisfaction with using a white cane as a motivation for applying.  The desire to get more exercise and go for more walks was a reason for applying for 7% of owners, more so for retirees (8% versus 6% of those of working age).

Of the non-owners interviewed, most (74% of men and 63% of women) recognised that a guide dog can help with mobility, and some that it could offer increased independence (25% of men and 27% of women) and confidence (26% of men and 17% of women; 29% of those of working age and 19% of retirees).  A few (9% of men, 6% of women) also identified the role of a guide dog in enabling the owner to get more exercise or walk more.

· Companionship, security and socialising

There is evidently a considerable awareness amongst the visually impaired of the broader role of a guide dog beyond its mobility function.  Almost a quarter of non-owners (20% of men, 24% of women) cited companionship as one of the functions of a guide dog.  However, only 5% of guide dog owners stated companionship as a reason for applying for a guide dog.  It is possible that owners were more reluctant to admit to this motivation for applying, since a guide dog is trained at considerable expense to provide mobility assistance, rather than simply being a pet.

In addition, of those who currently own a guide dog 5% of women and retirees and 3% of men and those of working age had applied for reasons of security; 6% of non-owners cited this as a potential function of a guide dog.  Three per cent of owners, particularly those of working age (4% versus 2% of retirees) stated they had originally applied for a guide dog to facilitate socialisation/ meet new people.  This compares to a higher 8% (rising to10% of those of working age) of non-owners who perceive this to be a potential function of a guide dog.

· Lack of awareness of the role of a guide dog

Although most non-owners interviewed are aware of the benefits of a guide dog, more than one in eight (10% of men and 15% of women; 14% of retirees and 8% of those of working age) stated that they do not know how a guide dog could help a visually impaired person; and a few people (5% of men, 8% of women) mistakenly believe a guide dog could perform other tasks, such as picking up post or bringing the phone.  Amongst national minority populations, understanding of the benefits of a guide dog has, again, been found to be much lower - half of those interviewed in the Lewisham study did not know how a guide dog could help a visually impaired person
.

2.2.2
Barriers to ownership

The vast majority of non-owners (89%, rising to 92% of those with residual vision, females and retirees) had never applied for a guide dog, and the reasons for this were elicited.  In addition, guide dog owners were asked if there had been anything that had put them off initially applying for a guide dog.  Over a third of guide dog owners surveyed (38% of women and 31% of men; 25% of those retired and 45% of working age) indicated that there had been something that had initially put them off.  

· Too much residual vision/ need to be totally blind to apply

The most common reason (44% of men, 37% of women; 44% of those of working age and 39% of retirees) for non-owners not applying for a guide dog is because they feel they have too much residual vision or have to be totally blind to be eligible for a guide dog.  Of those owners who had initially been put off applying, the belief that they had too much vision or had to be totally blind was also the most common factor cited (by 17%).  In fact, this survey highlights that those with residual vision were more likely to have been put off applying for a guide dog for some reason than those without (41% versus 26%); and that significantly fewer guide dog owners than non-owners have residual vision (60% and 86%, respectively).  Whilst the benefits of owning a guide dog may be limited for those with considerable residual vision, the survey highlights a common misperception amongst the visually impaired about guide dog ownership: that you must be totally blind to be eligible for ownership.

· Age limit for applying 

To some extent, there appears to be a misperception that there is an age limit for eligibility for a guide dog, since 3% of male and 11% of female non-owners cited this as a reason for not applying; similarly, 2% of those owners initially put off applying for a guide dog also thought there was an age limit.  Again, this “misperception” seems to reflect the actual profile of guide dog owners: in the same way that guide dog owners are less likely to have residual vision than non-owners, they tend to be younger than non-owners (38% of owners retired versus 62% of non-owners).

· Those with multiple disabilities cannot apply
Up to 6% of non-owners claimed not to have applied for a guide dog because they feel it is not possible for someone with multiple disabilities to apply.  One per cent of guide dog owners had also been initially put off applying for this reason.

· Prohibitive cost of ownership

There seems to be a misperception to some extent that owning a guide dog is expensive, or that you have to pay for the dog.  Of those owners initially put off applying, 3% stated this was because they thought they had to pay and over 1% because of the cost of veterinary care.  Up to 1% of non-owners have been put off applying for a guide dog because they believe you had to pay.

· Other misperceptions and lack of information
Up to 9% of owners stated that they did not know enough about guide dogs, or held beliefs that they subsequently found out to be false about guide dog ownership.  For example, 2% thought they walked too fast or too slow to apply.  One per cent of non-owners also feel their lack of knowledge of guide dogs prevents them from applying.

· Responsibility/ inconvenience involved in caring for a dog

Another common reason that non-owners gave for not applying for a guide dog is the considerable responsibility involved in caring for the dog (16%), as well as the inconvenience (5% of men, 2% of women).  This was also a common response amongst visually impaired people from national minority populations in the Lewisham study
.  As in the case of non-owners, a significant proportion of owners had initially been put off applying because of the responsibility involved (14%), because they did not have experience in looking after an animal (2%), or because of the inconvenience of owning a dog (3%).

· Personal circumstances

Personal, work or domestic circumstances, including owning other pets (7%), having to go away from the family to train (4%), relative’s/ spouse’s views (4%), having young children (2%), poor health (1%), perceived inappropriate facilities for a dog (1%) and work situation (1%) had also put current owners off initially applying for a guide dog.  Up to 8% of non-owners similarly stated they have not applied for a guide dog because they believe their accommodation is inappropriate for a dog, or they would not be allowed a dog where they live.  For 2%, owning other pets is a reason for not applying.

· Stigma of owning a guide dog

Of current owners, up to one in ten (9%) were initially put off applying for a guide dog because they did not want to accept or draw attention to their blindness.  Up to 1% of non-owners cite this reason for non-application.

· Lack of confidence
A small number of owners (4%) were initially put off applying because they felt they lacked the necessary confidence (e.g. to go out alone, to undergo the training).

· Dislike/ fear of dogs

In the case of 7% of current owners who were initially put off applying for a guide dog, this was because they disliked or feared dogs.  Four per cent of non-owners cite this as a reason for non-ownership. 

· Waiting lists
Of this group of owners, 4% stated the length of waiting lists for a guide dog as something that initially put them off applying.

· No perceived need for a guide dog (at present)

Almost a quarter of non-owners (23%) simply feel they do not have a need for a guide dog at the moment, and a few remarked that they would not want to deprive those with a greater need.  A few current owners (5%) also felt initially that they did not need a guide dog, and this had put them off applying.

Nevertheless, since the benefits of owning a guide dog are largely recognised by non-owners, almost four in ten (45% of men, 35% of women; 58% of those of working age and 35% of retirees) would consider applying for a guide dog in the future.  A further one in ten (11%, rising to 15% of those of working age) stated they do not know whether they would consider applying in future.  Those with residual vision feel they are more likely to apply for a guide dog in the future than are those without residual vision (41% versus 26%).  

2.3
The role of a guide dog - benefits and drawbacks of ownership

2.3.1
Benefits

· Increased independence and mobility

When asked what they feel the benefits of owning a guide dog are, the majority (81%) of owners feel it is easier to get around (i.e. that their mobility has improved) and over half (54% of men and 62% of women) stated that they benefit from increased independence through owning a guide dog.  Up to 8% of those of working age, rising to 18% of retirees, feel going for walks/ getting exercise is a benefit of having a guide dog.

· Social and psychological benefits

A significant proportion of owners also mentioned social or psychological benefits, such as increased confidence (22% of men and 31% of women; 23% of retirees and 30% of those of working age), companionship (28%, rising to 30% of those of working age) and socialising (14%, rising to 16% of those of working age).  Up to one in ten (6% of men and 10% of women) feel security is a benefit of owning a guide dog.  Those living alone are more likely than those living with someone to cite companionship with the dog as a benefit of ownership (36% versus 22%); and those with residual vision are more likely than those without to consider increased confidence (33% versus 18%), socialising (16% versus 11%) and security (10% versus 5%) as benefits of owning a guide dog.

The way in which guide dog owners are treated by others is also considered a significant benefit: one in five owners (21%, rising to 25% of those of working age) feel other people are more friendly towards them, and nearly one in ten (5% of men and 12% of women; 7% of retirees and 11% of those of working age) consider they are offered more help when accompanied by their dog.

When the initial reasons for applying for a dog are compared with perceived benefits of ownership, it is clear that expectations seem to have been largely met.  For example, 90% of those who stated improved mobility is a benefit of owning a guide dog had applied in order to get help with mobility.  Clearly, though, additional benefits, particularly in terms of companionship and social contact, are realised (or acknowledged) once they own the guide dog.

2.3.2
Drawbacks

Half of those owners interviewed (51%, rising to 59% of those of working age) admit that there are drawbacks to owning a guide dog.  These include:

· Responsibility/ hard work involved in caring for the dog

Almost a third of this group (33% of men and 26% of women; 34% of retirees and 26% of those of working age) pointed to the responsibility involved in caring for the dog.

· Inconvenience of owning or being accompanied by a dog

A number of drawbacks relating to the inconvenience of dog ownership were raised by guide dog owners.  Some (8%) specified dog hairs and problems associated with cleaning up after the dog (5%), as drawbacks to owning a guide dog.  One in twelve (8%) also mentioned that going away on holiday is difficult to arrange when you own a guide dog.  A further third (28% of men and 33% of women; 25% of retirees and 35% of those of working age) of those identifying drawbacks to owning a guide dog pointed out that there are places where it is not possible or convenient to take the dog.  The survey specifically addressed whether this includes GP surgeries and hospitals.  Only 3% of men and 6% of women (3% of retirees and 7% of those of working age) have been refused or discouraged from bringing their guide dog to their GP surgery.  On the whole, they were either told/ asked not to bring the dog (40% of this group) or made to feel unwelcome (44% of this group).  Whilst most owners were accompanied by their guide dogs when they went for their last outpatient appointment (68%) or while visiting someone else in hospital (94%), far fewer (24%, rising to 29% of those of working age) had brought their dog with them as inpatients.  Of those attending hospital on their own behalf (as either inpatients or outpatients), some (11%) did not bring their guide dog because they were unsure if they would be allowed to bring the dog with them, while more often (36% of men, 26% of women) owners had preferred not to bring their dog with them, and found sighted guide more convenient or practical under the circumstances.  Of those visiting someone else in hospital, the majority (91%) felt comfortable bringing their dog.

· Unwanted attention from people
Seven per cent (5% of retirees and 9% of those of working age) cited unwanted attention from people while out with the dog as a drawback of ownership.

· Grief/ loss when dog retires, gets ill or dies
Finally, 5% consider the loss/ grief when the dog retires, gets ill or dies as a drawback to ownership.

3
Discussion & Recommendations 

· Awareness and understanding of Guide Dogs' services

This research has suggested that awareness of Guide Dogs is generally high amongst visually impaired people and that there is a good understanding amongst these ‘potential’ guide dog owners of the role of a guide dog.  However, this survey and other recent research
 highlight certain groups (older people, national minority groups) who are less likely to be aware of the Association.  In addition, this survey found that a significant proportion (up to 13%) of non-owners - particularly women and older people - do not know how a guide dog could help a visually impaired person.  

· Channels/ routes to application 

Although many owners decided to apply for a guide dog themselves, a significant proportion were recommended by others - most commonly friends/ family or social workers - to apply.  Social context is important in the decision about whether to apply for a guide dog.  Evidently, family and friends can be influential in terms of both suggesting or encouraging application for a guide dog and, where they do not want to live with or be around a dog, they can influence potential owners against applying.  Similarly, providers of social and health care services are an important source of information about Guide Dogs' services.  It has been shown that visually impaired people who are not in receipt of such services are less likely to be aware of Guide Dogs
.

Recommendation 1: Raising awareness of Guide Dogs' services amongst marginalised groups

Information about Guide Dogs' services should be targeted at key (under-informed) groups, utilising the channels of influence and information available to them, including social and health care providers and informal social networks.
· Barriers to applying for a guide dog

The survey addressed reasons why visually impaired people who do not currently own a guide dog have not applied for one.  A significant number of non-owners (23%) simply do not feel they (currently) have a need for a guide dog.  However, a higher proportion (four in ten) would consider applying for one in the future, reflecting a widespread awareness of the benefits to owning a guide dog and the large potential market for the ‘guide dog product’.  In particular, men, younger people and those with residual vision are more likely to consider applying in the future.  Yet the survey also found that there are a number of barriers - informational, psychological, social and physical/ environmental - to applying for a guide dog.  Owners as well as non-owners described these barriers - over a third of current guide dog owners interviewed had initially been put off applying for one or a number of reasons.

Informational barriers.  A number of misperceptions relating to eligibility criteria emerged, in particular the belief that you need to be totally blind to qualify for a guide dog.  Other misperceptions about eligibility included age limits, non-eligibility of those with multiple disabilities and cost of ownership (buying the dog and veterinary bills).  These misperceptions, in combination with the one in eight non-owners who stated that they do not know how a guide dog can assist a visually impaired person, highlight the informational barriers that exist in applying for a guide dog.

Psychological barriers.  Psychological barriers, such as the stigma attached to owning a guide dog, unwillingness to accept blindness, a lack of confidence or reservations about owning/ caring for a dog, also prevent some potential owners from applying.  The responsibility/ inconvenience involved in owning a dog or a dislike/ fear of dogs initially put off some owners, and similarly acts to deter some non-owners from applying.  Thus, while the idea of owning a dog is not an automatic - or even a pleasant one - for some potential owners, this barrier can evidently be overcome.  

Social and physical/ environmental barriers.  For others, personal circumstances - such as owning other pets, the needs and views of family members or perceived inappropriate facilities/ accommodation – have deterred them from applying.

Recommendation 2:  Removing barriers to applying for a guide dog

The potential market for Guide Dogs’ services is faced with a number of perceived barriers to applying for a guide dog.  However, that many current owners initially perceived the same barriers to applying suggests that they can be overcome.  Relating to Recommendation 1, informational barriers (and to some extent social barriers) can be overcome by raising awareness, for example about eligibility criteria for guide dog ownership and the full range of benefits of ownership (see Recommendation 3).  Where psychological barriers (e.g. non-acceptance of blindness, lack of confidence, reservations about owning a dog) exist, these need to be identified and addressed before the idea of applying for a guide dog becomes acceptable.

· Expectations of the role of a guide dog

Potential guide dog owners generally have realistic expectations of the role of a guide dog, most understanding it in terms of increasing a visually impaired person's mobility, independence and confidence.  In addition to this, a significant proportion of visually impaired people are aware of the broader role of a guide dog beyond its mobility function - that is, in terms of its capacity to offer companionship and security and to facilitate social contact.  To a lesser extent, there exist unrealistic expectations (amongst about 7% of non-owners) about the role of a guide dog (e.g. to collect post, bring the phone).

· The benefits of owning a guide dog
The most commonly cited benefit of owning a guide dog (by more than four in five owners) is increased mobility.  In addition, independence, confidence, companionship, socialising and (to a lesser extent) security, are felt to be benefits by a significant number of owners.  Some owners also feel that they are treated differently when with their guide dog – people tend to be friendlier and offer more help – which they consider to be another positive aspect of ownership.  

The advantages of a guide dog over a white cane are implicitly recognised by owners in these responses.  The comparison was often explicitly made within the focus groups.  A guide dog was considered superior to a white cane not only as a mobility aid (in the words of one owner: “a Rolls Royce compared to a Lada”), but also as a means of empowering, commanding respect and raising the status of a visually impaired person.  These psychological and social dimensions of owning a guide dog distinguish it from other mobility aids in its capacity to transform the lives of owners.

· The drawbacks to owning a guide dog
Conversely, a guide dog is understood by visually impaired people to have certain limitations and drawbacks, which other 'mobility aids' (such as a white cane) do implicitly not suffer from.  These include the responsibility/ hard work involved in caring for the dog, places where it is not possible or convenient to take the dog (each mentioned by almost a third of owners) and (to a lesser extent) the inconvenience of not being able to go away on holiday, dog hairs and cleaning up after the dog.  

· Variations in perceptions of owning a guide dog

The benefits to ownership as well as the limitations and drawbacks are perceived differently according to owners' backgrounds and needs.  Gender, age, level of vision, and domestic circumstances, for example, influence expectations and reasons for applying for a guide dog and subsequently how guide dog owners conceptualise the role of their guide dog.  While the proportion stating increased mobility as a benefit of owning a guide dog does not change significantly across different groups, other perceived benefits do.  Women, for example, more commonly perceive a guide dog as offering security and a means of independence.  Ownership of a guide dog is more likely to be seen by younger people and women as offering confidence, social contact and increased assistance (from the public).  Older (retired) people are more likely than younger owners to see the opportunity to go for a walk and get exercise as a benefit of a guide dog.  Those living alone are more likely to see companionship as a benefit of owning a guide dog.

Men and older guide dog owners consider the responsibility and hard work involved in caring for their guide dog a greater drawback than women and younger owners.  Women and older owners more often consider the inconvenience of not being able to take the dog certain places a limitation of ownership.

Recommendation 3: Recognising different needs and expectations of service users

The broader definition of a guide dog beyond its mobility function, encompassing its role as a companion and a means of providing independence, confidence, social contact and status, needs to be fully acknowledged and exploited by Guide Dogs.  Raising awareness amongst the public and potential guide dog owners of the immense impact of a guide dog on a visually impaired person’s life could increase donor support and expand our service user base.

In addition, it is important to recognise different service users’ needs, preferences and expectations of what a guide dog can offer.  Owning a guide dog involves taking on considerable responsibility and adapting one's lifestyle and routine to incorporate the needs of the dog. In some cases, a guide dog may not be the most appropriate or convenient mobility aid for a visually impaired person.  For many others, a guide dog offers much more than merely increased mobility - for example, companionship and confidence.  An understanding of the influence of different backgrounds and preferences should influence not only the design and targeting of information to different groups of potential owners (see Recommendation 1), but also the tailoring of training programs to meet individual service users’ needs.  Finally, the ‘unrealistic’ expectations of a small number of visually impaired people of the role of a guide dog (e.g. collecting post), can offer an insight into how the ‘guide dog product’ might be improved to better meet the needs of visually impaired people.  

In summary, this research provides the Association with a greater understanding of the way in which visually impaired people – including both our actual and potential client population – understand the role and function of a guide dog.  It has begun to define the ways in which different groups perceive, and could potentially benefit from, a guide dog; and the circumstances in which other mobility aids may be more appropriate or convenient than a guide dog.  It has also highlighted the challenges facing the Association in raising awareness of and facilitating access to its services amongst its (potential) client population.  These results are thus intended to inform Guide Dogs’ decision-making regarding the future direction and development of its services.

Further research is needed in a number of key areas to support this ongoing decision-making process.

1. This study provides further evidence of the lack of awareness about the services available to help visually impaired people (including Guide Dogs’ services) amongst key groups of people who would benefit from them.  Since visually impaired people who are not in receipt of social and health care services are less likely to be aware of Guide Dogs, it is vital that further work is conducted to identify the barriers (informational, psychological, social and physical/ environmental) to registration and to accessing such services. Future research might also explore options and routes for raising awareness about services for visually impaired people – perhaps in collaboration with other VI agencies.  Such research might include an investigation of any approaches to information provision and ‘marketing’ of VI services that have been effective abroad.

2. This study revealed that the needs of visually impaired people vary considerably according to an individual’s background and circumstances.  Further research might explore in more depth the needs/ challenges of different groups, for example those living alone or those looking for work and the most successful services/ mobility aids to meet these needs.

3. Finally, further research can develop an understanding of the broader role of a guide dog – that is, beyond its mobility function.  Identifying and learning from other studies that explore the psychological and social functions of assistance dogs will assist in the development of the guide dog ‘product’ to fully meet the needs of our diverse client population. 
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