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This publication summarises findings from research
commissioned by Thomas Pocklington Trust and conducted by
Katherine Hill, Nicola Horsley, Donald Hirsch and Matt Padley
at the Centre for Research in Social Policy, Loughborough
University.
The research used an established methodology that defines
Minimum Income Standards (MIS) for different households to
calculate the minimum additional amounts needed to live with
varying degrees of sight loss at different times of life.
The research:

• established a minimum weekly budget for a pension age
person who is eligible for certification as severely sight
impaired (SSI);

• compared these findings with those from previous studies

that established the additional weekly costs for a pension
age person who is eligible for certification as sight impaired
(SI), a working age person who is eligible for certification as
sight impaired and a working age person who is eligible for
certification as severely sight impaired.

Summary findings
The budget for a severely sight impaired person of pension age,
living alone, is 73% more than for a single pension age person
without a visual impairment: £135.61 a week extra on top of the
minimum income standard of £185.15 a week (not including
housing costs).

• Half of this extra cost is from regular support in the home:
help with cleaning, other domestic tasks and dealing with
paperwork.
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• Most of the remaining cost comes from transport, social and

leisure costs. This includes greater use of taxis to get around.
In order to participate socially, severely sight impaired people
of pension age can incur a higher cost for some specialised
activities, and feel it is important to recognise the extra help of
a companion by paying for meals, drinks and for part of their
holiday costs.

• Other smaller costs arise from items such as additional household
goods, food, technology, personal care and services.

These results can be combined with previous research to provide
a picture of how the additional needs and costs of a single visually
impaired person vary in four cases: working age sight impaired
and severely sight impaired, and pension age sight impaired and
severely sight impaired.

• Total additional costs per week (not including housing costs)
compared to MIS budgets for a sighted person:
• Sight impaired working age adult: £50.33
• Severely sight impaired working age adult: £120.43
• Sight impaired pension age adult: £77.82
• Severely sight impaired pension age adult: £135.61

Severe sight loss
increases these
additional costs
for both working
age and pension
age people.

• Overall the additional costs are greater for people of pension age
than people of working age across both the sight impaired and
severely sight impaired cases.

• Severe sight loss increases these additional costs for both
working age and pension age people.

• Some large extra costs can arise at the less severe level of

impairment for people of pension age, meaning that the
difference between the cost of being sight impaired and severely
sight impaired is smaller for pension age than working age
people.

• The need for human help, for example in the home or in using

taxis, explains much of this difference. People of pension age
who have acquired sight loss later in life and are facing the joint
impact of deteriorating sight and lower mobility need more of
such help, whether or not severely sight impaired.

• Mainstream technology was viewed as a more widely drawn on

resource for working age than for pension age groups across
severity of impairment. Whilst technology incurs higher costs
for working age people, whether sight impaired or severely
sight impaired, the greater need for human help (and associated
costs), adds more cost to the pension age budgets.
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Background and context
This research applied the Minimum Income Standard (MIS)
approach to people who are visually impaired. MIS is an ongoing
programme of research that calculates the cost of a minimum
standard of living for different households. It involves asking
groups of members of the public to identify in detail what people
need in order to reach a minimum acceptable standard of living,
i.e. not only meeting basic needs, but allowing people the
opportunity to participate in society.
This is the third in a series of studies using the MIS method to
estimate additional costs for visually impaired people living alone.
The first looked at costs for a working age person who is sight
impaired and has some useable sight. The second calculated costs
for both a pension age sight impaired person and someone of
working age who is severely sight impaired and has little or no
sight. This study completes the picture by examining costs for a
pension age, severely sight impaired person.
This further study of the cost of visual impairment was designed
both to describe the needs and costs associated with this final case
and to make comparisons with previous studies, yielding insights
into how needs change with the degree of impairment and life
stage.

...not only
meeting basic
needs, but
allowing people
the opportunity
to participate in
society.

Research methods
This study involved asking three groups of pension age people
who were severely sight impaired about the additional goods and
services that a single person in that situation would require to
achieve a minimum standard of living.
Participants discussed in detail what items would need to be
different for a pension age person who is severely sight impaired
compared to those in the MIS budgets for a sighted person of
pension age. It was specified that the case study person whose
needs were being discussed had little or no sight, with some
variations noted where having no sight at all made a difference to
costs (see full report). These requirements were costed to create
an additional weekly budget for the case under consideration,
compared to the main MIS budgets for a sighted person of
pension age. The resulting additional costs were then compared to
those identified for the three different cases in earlier studies.
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Findings
The size of additional costs and where they fall
The groups in all four cases identified additional needs and
costs across a range of categories. The figures below show the
additional costs per week for each group across different budget
areas compared to the established weekly minimum budget for
someone without a visual impairment. Please note that figures
have been rounded.

Services and support in the home

• Sight impaired working age adult: £13.46
• Severely sight impaired working age adult: £32.62
• Sight impaired pension age adult: £27.96
• Severely sight impaired pension age adult: £67.27

The single largest additional cost across all four cases is for services
and support in the home and the level increased with both severity
of sight loss and age, as the ability to carry out tasks in the home
was felt to diminish. All groups identified an additional need
for help in the home, especially regular cleaning, which sighted
people do not consider part of an essential minimum. They felt
that although visual impairment does not stop you from looking
after your home, additional help can provide reassurance that
it is kept at a reasonable standard of cleanliness. Two hours per
fortnight of formal domestic help was included in the working age
sight impaired budget.
This level of support was increased by working age severely sight
impaired and pension age sight impaired groups. They added
help with extra or heavy jobs, deep cleaning, and with fiddly tasks
or paperwork that are more difficult for people of working age
with severe sight impairment and older people facing the joint
impact of some sight loss and reduced mobility. The severely sight
impaired pensioner budget included the highest level of support
where five hours of paid help a week included other domestic
and general tasks around the home which were felt no longer
possible without formal support or reliance on others, due to the
combination of severe sight loss and older age.
All groups increased budgets for home maintenance to buy in
services, with higher additional costs for pension age and both
severe sight impairment cases who felt more reliant on others to
carry out even small jobs.
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Transport and travel

• Sight impaired working age adult: £6.61
• Severely sight impaired working age adult: £27.96
• Sight impaired pension age adult £24.57
• Severely sight impaired pension age adult: £24.30

Transport costs increase by severity of condition for working age
people, but older people’s needs arise at a less severe degree
of sight loss, and do not rise with severity of sight impairment.
A greater need for taxis accounts for much of the increase in
transport budgets. For the sight impaired working age case,
the bus was still seen as the main form of local transport, with
a relatively small increase in taxi costs, but all other groups
felt a greater need for taxis journeys. These were for travelling
to unfamiliar destinations, places not on a bus route, hospital
appointments, support group activities, after dark and when
carrying things. Related factors include confidence in using the
bus, and for older people, feeling less steady on their feet. Age and
mobility combined with sight loss brought these reasons to the
fore in pension age people with a less severe degree of sight loss.
‘There isn’t a shop near me, so before I start I have to pay £10 for
the taxi… So it’s £10 in a taxi before I even buy anything.’
Person of pension age, severely sight impaired

‘There isn’t a
shop near me,
so before I start I
have to pay £10
for the taxi… So
it’s £10 in a taxi
before I even buy
anything.’
Person of pension
age, severely sight
impaired

Social activities, holidays and reciprocation

• Sight impaired working age adult: £9.35
• Severely sight impaired working age adult: £20.07
• Sight impaired pension age adult: £6.15
• Severely sight impaired pension age adult: £15.81

All groups stressed the danger of isolation for people who are
visually impaired, and emphasised the importance of maintaining
social interaction especially for someone who lives alone.
Additional costs increased with severity of sight loss and were
higher for working age groups in each case. The budget for
a holiday was increased the most by the working age groups
to allow for an alternative to the self-catering model, which is
considered a minimum for sighted people of working age. The
cost of the coach holiday in the pensioners’ budget was only
increased in the severely sight impaired case to cover part of the
cost of a companion’s holiday who might provide assistance when
away in unfamiliar surroundings.
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Budgets were increased to allow for some specialist leisure
activities for someone with severe sight impairment, more so
in the working age than the pension age case. All four budgets
included money to allow reciprocity - paying for a meal or a drink
for someone who has accompanied them in activities outside the
home - this amount was highest in the severely sight impaired
pension age case.
‘If you are going on holiday and you are severely sight impaired,
you have to take somebody with you to be your guide. You can’t
walk around in strange places.’
Person of pension age, severely sight impaired

Technology

• Sight impaired working age adult: £12.97
• Severely sight impaired working age adult: £19.00
• Sight impaired pension age adult: £6.36
• Severely sight impaired pension age adult: £6.51

The additional cost of technology is much greater for working
age groups than for pension age groups across severity of sight
impairment. While there is a significant increase in the budget for
the working age severely sight impaired case compared to the
sight impaired case, there is very little difference between the two
pension age cases. This is because mainstream technology was
seen by working age groups as a resource to draw on in a more
wide-ranging way than by pensioner groups. For example, by
using an iPhone for magnification, scanning, and getting around
with GPS.
The use of technology to help address the consequences of
sight loss was important and all groups made changes to make
items more accessible and include specialist items. The working
age group’s greater dependence on technology involved more
costly changes and upgrades to mobile phones and packages,
computers and assistive software.
Pension age groups placed a greater emphasis on having standard
magnifiers, accessible landline phones for communication, the
television and a radio / CD player to use with talking books,
as important forms of ‘companionship’, which was especially
important in the severely sight impaired pension age case. There
was recognition of a divide among older people between those
who make use of technology items which can have multiple
functions, such as a smart phone and computer, and those who
do not. Alternative items were costed to ensure ‘low tech’ options
were within the budget.
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Food

• Sight impaired working age adult: no additional costs identified
• Severely sight impaired working age adult: £9.02
• Sight impaired pension age adult: £5.57
• Severely sight impaired pension age adult: £7.97
Food budgets were affected by severity of sight impairment
and older age. Severely sight impaired people of working age
and both pension age groups said that while people with visual
impairment are able to prepare food, it can be difficult and timeconsuming, and as a consequence some budget for ready meals
was appropriate.

Both severely sight impaired groups included some prepared
foods, such as pre-cut vegetables or grated cheese. This created
additional food costs compared to a sighted person, and had also
not been seen as necessary for a working age person who was
sight impaired in the first study.

Personal goods and services including clothing

• Sight impaired working age adult: £3.33
• Severely sight impaired working age adult: £7.04
• Sight impaired pension age adult: £2.08
• Severely sight impaired pension age adult: £4.78

‘If you are going
on holiday and you
are severely sight
impaired, you have
to take somebody
with you to be your
guide. You can’t
walk around in
strange places.’
Person of pension
age, severely sight
impaired

An additional cost to cover more complex and expensive glasses
(unless someone had no sight) was included in all cases. Both
severely sight impaired groups recognised the need to spend more
on sturdier footwear and replacing some clothes due to extra wear
and tear. The severely sight impaired pension age groups also
increased the frequency of hairdressing visits to give them more
confidence in their appearance.

Household goods, fittings and furnishings

• Sight impaired working age adult: £3.26
• Severely sight impaired working age adult: £4.05
• Sight impaired pension age adult: £4.84
• Severely sight impaired pension age adult: £8.25

Visually impaired people in all categories emphasised the need for
additional lighting in the home (unless someone had no sight),
with slightly more allocated to this budget in the severely sight
impaired pensioner case. Severely sight impaired pension age
groups also included more adaptations to kitchen and dining
equipment than in other cases.
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The need for additional items to help people feel safe and secure in
the home, such as an intercom or bell alert, increased with age and
severity of sight impairment. Costs were highest in the severely
sight impaired pension age case which included a Careline telecare
system, reflecting concerns that being older and severely sight
impaired affected balance and risk of falling.
‘It’s good if you fall down, if you fall in the bathroom or kitchen, if
you’ve got a [Careline] pendant on and you might not be able to
get up, and then there will be help coming.’
Person of pension age, severely sight impaired

Household bills

• Sight impaired working age adult: £0.52
• Severely sight impaired working age adult: £0.67
• Sight impaired pension age adult: £0.29
• Severely sight impaired pension age adult: £0.72

Additional energy costs are associated with greater lighting needs
and use of electronic equipment.
Severely sight impaired people with no sight have slightly fewer
additional costs than those who are severely sight impaired with
some residual sight, mainly because of the lack of requirement
to spend so much on spectacles, lighting and some technology
items. This results in £5.53 less in the working age, and £6.49 less
in the pension age severely sight impaired budgets.

‘It’s good if you fall
down, if you fall in
the bathroom or
kitchen, if you’ve
got a [Careline]
pendant on and
you might not be
able to get up, and
then there will be
help coming.’
Person of pension
age, severely sight
impaired

Conclusions
Overall, these findings show that both severity of sight loss and
ageing bring extra costs and that costs increase further when these
two factors combine. There is a somewhat smaller difference in the
additional cost of being sight impaired compared to being severely
sight impaired for people of pension age than for working age,
because the former encounter some of the higher costs even when
not severely sight impaired.
The scale of additional costs of visual impairment tends to be
greatest where it involves regular human help, for example with
help in the home or requiring a taxi. This means that people who
feel the most vulnerable, and require the reassurance and practical
aid of more human assistance, can face particularly high costs.
This helps to explain why an older person, whose sight may have
deteriorated relatively late in life, and who may also have reduced
mobility, can face considerably higher additional costs. Whereas a
working age person with a similar level of sight impairment that
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occurred earlier in life may have learnt to adapt and adjust to their
circumstances more easily, therefore requiring less human help to
remain independent.
There are also many ways in which needs will vary for different
individuals. People who have friends and family who can provide
help may have far lower costs than those who do not and are
therefore reliant on paid help. People’s level of engagement with
certain technologies, regardless of age, can also make a vital
difference, for example, as voice-enabled technology becomes
more mainstream.
The benefits system does recognise that there are extra costs
associated with disability, but can take a narrower view of
how these costs arise than implied by this research. Visually
impaired adults can apply for Personal Independence Payment
or Attendance Allowance but whether these benefits cover
the additional costs identified in this research will depend on
firstly whether the eligibility criteria is met, and secondly the
level of benefit awarded. No benefit system can accurately
assess additional costs that include such things as how much an
individual needs in order to treat a friend who has assisted them.
Yet such costs as these are at the heart of what enables people
who are visually impaired to participate in society, and need to be
taken into account.

Background Note: The Minimum Income
Standard (MIS)
What is MIS? The Minimum Income Standard is the income that
people need in order to reach a minimum socially acceptable
standard of living in the United Kingdom today, based on what
members of the public think. It is calculated by specifying baskets
of goods and services required by different types of households in
order to meet these needs and to participate in society.
How is it arrived at? A sequence of groups have detailed
negotiations about everything a household would have to be
able to afford in order to achieve an acceptable living standard.
In certain areas of household requirements, experts check that
the specifications given by groups meet basic criteria, such as
nutritional adequacy. Each group typically comprises six to eight
people from a mixture of socio-economic backgrounds, and is
composed of people from the particular demographic category
under discussion - for example, pensioner groups decide the
minimum for pensioners.
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What does it include? The MIS definition is about more than
survival. It covers needs, not wants; necessities, not luxuries: items
that the public think people need in order to be part of society. In
identifying things that everyone should be able to afford, it does
not attempt to specify extra requirements for every particular
individual or group - for example, disabled people or those with
long-standing health problems. So not everybody who has the
minimum income is guaranteed to achieve an acceptable living
standard. However, anyone falling below the minimum is unlikely
to achieve such a standard.
To whom does it apply? MIS applies to families comprising
a single adult or couple with or without dependent children. It
covers most such households, with its level adjusted to reflect their
makeup. It does not cover families living with other adults, such as
households with grown-up children.

The MIS definition
is about more than
survival.

Where does it apply? The main budget standard applies to the
whole of the United Kingdom outside London. The main MIS is
based on research with households living in urban areas. In 2010,
‘MIS Rural’ was published, which includes the additional costs
associated with living in rural areas, and in 2015 ‘MIS London’
looked at costs arising from living in the capital.
When was it produced and how is it being updated?
The original research was carried out in 2007 and the findings
presented and costed in 2008. Every July, new MIS figures for
the main budgets are published, updated to April of the same
year. Annual updates take inflation into account. In addition, new
groups are convened every other year to review or rebase selected
budgets.
Further information and publications available at
www.minimumincomestandard.org
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Authors and terms
Katherine Hill, Nicola Horsley, Donald Hirsch and Matt Padley –
Centre for Research in Social Policy, Loughborough University.
In this publication, the terms ‘visual impairment’ and ‘sight loss’
are used interchangeably and refer to people who are eligible for
certification as either sight impaired or severely sight impaired.

How to obtain further information
This paper is a summary of the full report entitled,
‘Sight Loss and Minimum Income Standards: The additional
costs of severity and age’ which is available at www.crsp.ac.uk/
publications or www.pocklington-trust.org.uk.
Free accessible formats of the full report or this Research Findings
document are available on request from research@pocklingtontrust.org.uk or 020 8996 1937.

About Thomas Pocklington Trust
Thomas Pocklington Trust is a national charity dedicated to
delivering positive change for people with sight loss.
Research is central to Pocklington’s work. The research we
fund supports independent living and identifies barriers and
opportunities in areas such as employment, housing and
technology.
We work in partnership and share our knowledge widely to enable
change. We provide evidence, key information and guidance for
policymakers, service planners, professionals and people with
sight loss.
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