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Healthcare environments are busy. How do you ensure that you  
communicate effectively with patients who are vision impaired?
Patients with visual impairment have different needs to other groups. In the general population,  
70% of information is visual. sight loss can therefore totally change the way that people communicate. 
Getting communication right is important, particularly in a health setting. 
below are some tips, created with help from Dr Jonathon Godfrey, a lecturer at Massey university,  
who is visually impaired. He is on MidCentral DHb’s Disability support advisory Committee.
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•  Address him/her by name or touch 
them lightly to start a conversation.

•  “Can I help you” is polite but not 
necessarily a good idea if the person 
is unaware. As a touch could be 
surprising, look at the person from a 
close proximity and then touch them.

•  Ask the person if they would like to 
be oriented to the room in which the 
conversation is taking place. Assist 
with directions for doors/seating and 
inform the person where they should 
direct their attention while waiting  
for a call from a nurse or doctor.

•  Tell the person about any 
obstacles in the room, including 
other people.

•  use descriptive words (such as 
“in front of you”, “at eleven o’ clock) 
instead of vague language (“over 
there”). Remember a person with 
visual impairment can’t see hand  
or facial gestures.

•  Be aware of using gestures 
for descriptions. For example, 
holding your hands apart to show 
measurement, give this orally. If you 
naturally use gestures while speaking 
continue to do so. Be yourself. Blind 
people pick up on this and statues 
aren’t natural or comforting.

•  If you are in a group, make 
introductions so the person knows who 
is where and their position in relation to 
themselves.

•  Continue using words like “look” and 
“see” if appropriate. People with no 
eyesight frequently use these expressions.

•  Ask permission before interacting with 
a guide dog. Generally if the guide dog 
is wearing a harness it is at work and 
shouldn’t be distracted. Be sure to always 
say “hello” to the owner before the dog.

•  Let the person know if you are  
leaving so that he/she does not  
continue to talk after you have left.

•  Speak in a normal tone and face  
the person. Do not treat the person as  
if they were stupid or deaf, even by the 
way you speak to them.

•  Direct your conversation to the  
person, not the people they are with.

•  Never refer to a patient in the third 
person.

•  Check how to best give them required 
information (brochures, forms etc).  
Some blind people are able to use 
email. Do not rely on the person having 
someone at home who will read them 
their materials. Be prepared to read it  
or give an overview.

•  As hospitals are noisy, seek a 
quieter area to interact. Many 
blind people also have hearing 
impairments and most rely on 
what hearing they do have  
for orientation and mobility.  
If surroundings are noisy they 
may not be able to utilise their 
hearing.

•  Inpatients with a visual 
impairment should be informed 
of what items are in and around 
their area. Do the same with 
food items on meal trays when 
they are delivered (for example 
the stew is at 3 o’clock). Let 
them know when the food is 
taken away.

•  Don’t assume anything, if in 
doubt ask the person.

• When acting as a sighted 
guide, let the person hold your 
arm instead of you holding 
theirs. Keep in front of the 
person (about half a step),  
as this warns them of potential 
hazards, such as steps. Offer 
the choice of sides if possible. 
You do not need training to 
sight guide, just speak clearly, 
communicate well and change 
speeds slowly.

Tips for communicating 
   with an individual who is  
        vision impaired

wanna be wanna be clean
and free from germs
gonna be gonna be
nice and clean if you 
wash me right
Just as long as all the 
germs take flight
clean and hygienic  
baby that’s what  
i yeah  wanna be  
wanna be wanna be

wanna be wanna be clean
and free from germs
gonna be gonna be
work that gel on and rub it dry
soap and water, honey my oh my
hygiene is the answer  so wash those hands
nice and clean, nice and clean, nice and clean

HAND HYGIENE VIDEO LYRICS
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wash me, give me that soap now dry me
pass me that gel  
now rub me
Then you can do magic baby
protecting our patients

wash me, give me that soap now dry me
stop those infections baby
so don’t stop doing it, don’t stop doing it now
don’t stop the washing, don’t stop the 
washing don’t stop the washing 


