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The Independent Cinema Office (ICO) is the UK’s national body in support 
of independent cinemas, film festivals and exhibitors of all forms. 

The ICO programmes a network of over 20 cinemas, festivals and mixed 
arts venues. We offer training, preview screenings events, consultancy and 
advice so that independent cinema professionals can benefit from high-
level knowledge and to ensure our sector is innovative, successful and 
progressive. 

Our mission is to develop an open, challenging and thriving film sector. 
We want everyone to have access to cinema that nourishes the soul and 
changes lives.

The ICO commissioned this toolkit for (primarily) independent film 
exhibitors to support their work in making their venues and services more 
inclusive and accessible for visually impaired people.

Sight Loss in the UK
• It is estimated that currently, over two million people in the UK live with 

sight loss that is severe enough to have a significant impact on their 
daily lives, such as not being able to drive. 

• Every day, 250 people start to lose their sight in the UK. 

• As we get older we are increasingly likely to experience sight loss, and 
the UK population is ageing. In addition, sight loss is strongly linked with 
certain medical conditions as well as lifestyle factors such as diabetes 
and obesity – the rates of which are both rising.

• The number of people with sight loss is estimated to rise to 2.7 million by 
2030. By 2050, the current figure will double to over four million. 

People living with sight loss want to enjoy the same experiences as 
everyone else. This includes going to the cinema and there is therefore a 
strong economic argument for film exhibitors to meet this demand, as well 
as the obvious social and moral imperatives for cultural organisations to 
aim to serve everyone within their community.

Introduction
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“The total spending power of families in the UK with at least one 
disabled person is estimated at £249 billion a year”  
(Scope 2019) 

In addition, cinemas have a legal duty to make their services accessible to 
all people with disabilities, including visually impaired people, under the 
Equality Act 2010. People with disabilities who feel they have been refused 
or denied reasonable access to a service have the option to take the service 
provider to court.

Organisations that are inclusive and welcoming to people with disabilities 
gain enhanced community reputation and trust. People with disabilities 
are loyal to organisations which provide a consistently good and inclusive 
service.

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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Sight loss can be caused by:
• Age
• Genetic conditions
• Health conditions
• Eye conditions
•    Accident or injury
• Premature birth

Some of the most common types of sight conditions are: 

Loss of Central Vision
The leading cause of blindness for adults in the UK is a condition called Age 
Related Macular Degeneration (AMD). 

• AMD causes a loss of central vision. Generally, people maintain some 
level of peripheral vision with this condition, so they can often see 
something in the distance or on the floor, but not something right in 
front of them

• AMD can make it very difficult to see detail, read or recognise faces
•    A loss of central vision can also be caused by other eye conditions, 

including Diabetic Maculopathy and Stargardt Disease

About sight loss

Only 4% of visually impaired people have no useful sight and with 
support, most visually impaired people are able to enjoy a fulfilling cinema 
experience.

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences



6

Loss of Peripheral Vision
• Loss of peripheral vision can occur to varying degrees. It is often 

described as ‘tunnel vision’
•    It is often caused by conditions such as Glaucoma, Retinitis Pigmentosa 

and brain injuries; sometimes as a result of stroke (otherwise known as 
hemianopia)

• Some of these conditions can eventually lead to total sight loss
•    Vision can be lost from one side or from the top or bottom of a person’s  

visual field

Patchy Vision
•    Patchy vision is often caused by Diabetic Retinopathy, in which tiny  

blood vessels at the back of the eye become weak and damaged. The 
resulting lack of blood supply can cause serious damage to the retina if 
not treated

• Laser treatment can help stop the condition progressing, but will not 
restore sight already lost

• Diabetic Retinopathy is the leading cause of blindness in adults under 
the age of 65
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Blurred Vision
•    Blurred vision is often caused by cataracts, which cause changes to the 

lens of the eye and make vision misty or cloudy
•   Some cataracts can be treated through surgery to remove or replace the 

cloudy lens
• However, some cataracts are inoperable
•    Blurred vision can also be caused by other conditions such as Optic 

Atrophy (damage to the optic nerve) or Nystagmus, an eye condition 
that causes the eyeball to uncontrollably shake or move

 Eye conditions can also affect vision in the following ways:
• Floaters (e.g. Retinal Detachment)
•    Light sensitivity (e.g. Aniridia)
•    Night blindness (e.g. Retinitis Pigmentosa)
• Hallucinations (Charles Bonnet syndrome)
• Double vision (e.g. squint)
•    Lack of distance or depth perception
• Eye pain or redness (e.g. Uveitis)
• Poor perception of colour or contrast

Sometimes people have more than one eye condition, leading to a 
combination of symptoms and effects.

Mobility Aids
Many visually impaired people use mobility aids, such as:
• Symbol canes: a short white cane, held across the body to let others 

know that a person has low vision
• Long canes: a white cane that reaches the floor, used to feel for and 

avoid trip hazards and obstacles. These come with a variety of tips, e.g. a 
ball

• Guide canes: held diagonally across the body, used to find obstacles such 
as curbs and steps

•      Canes with a red band: these indicate that a person has reduced hearing 
as well as low vision
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When planning a trip to a cinema there are certain factors that a visually 
impaired person will consider.

Before going to the cinema
•     The ease of booking a ticket – whether online, via a telephone booking 

line or in person at the cinema – and of finding out: 
• When are the performance times? 
• Does the cinema offer audio description provision?
•     If so, which films are screening with audio description?
• Is the cinema easy to get to – what are the public transport options?
• Does the cinema offer any discount(s) for a carer or companion?
• What times will the cinema be quietest?

At the cinema
• Is there a member of staff available for assistance and support? If so, is 

that person easy to find in the venue? Is it easy to communicate specific 
needs to them? 

• Is signage easy to read? 
• Are there accessible menus for food and drinks?
• What are light levels like in the venue – are there lots of dark spaces 

or shiny surfaces (which can be problematic for those with certain eye 
conditions)? 

• Is it clear where/how audio description headsets can be collected? Is 
there a member of staff available to check they are working correctly / 
instruct you on how to use them?

• Is a member of staff available to help you to your seat? 
• Is there adequate provision for guide dogs? 
• Will you generally receive a warm and friendly welcome? 

Common negative experiences that prevent visually impaired people 
from returning to the cinema
• No audio described screenings
• Audio description only available on certain films and/or at inconvenient 

times
• Difficulties finding out information and booking tickets online, via an 

app or the telephone booking line
• Issues with staff, audio description headsets and/or navigating around 

the venue 
• No ample parking or public transport routes to the venue
• Poor customer service that doesn’t meet the needs of visually impaired 

people
• A negative experience in the past that wasn’t rectified

Common issues for visually  
imparied audiences
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Feedback from Visually 
Impaired Cinema-
Goers
KATH’S EXPERIENCE
Kath (aged 50) was born with restrictive eye sight. 
She has congenital cataracts that are hereditary and 
Nystagmus, a wobbly eye condition which adversely 
affects focus and makes it seem that she is not making 
eye contact when she is. She also has Charles Bonnet 
syndrome which is where the brain compensates for 
things, fills in the blanks, and doesn’t give an accurate picture 
of what is there.

How does it affect her daily life?
Kath can see the outline of things but the detail is hazy. Her condition is 
made worse by bright light and dark surroundings. She struggles with small 
print, cannot see steps and cannot recognise faces which has a big impact 
on her experiences out and about, and when visiting venues etc.  

Kath is very active and likes to live a full life. This includes keeping up an 
engaging social life. She feels that her eye conditions shouldn’t be a barrier 
to this and won’t let them dictate what she does. 

She likes to go to the cinema every month or so if there is a film on she wants 
to see.

It is much easier for Kath if all of the information she needs is available online 
in a format that is easily accessible including clear information on whether a 
specific film is available to watch audio described, what time screenings start 
and finish and a clear protocol for where to go once you arrive at the cinema. 
It also means she can select a seat which is easier for her to get to.

Kath only visits cinemas that are easily accessible by public transport.

Kath’s experience at the cinema
In all the venues Kath has visited, the environment of the foyer is usually 
not very well designed to support her. Issues include: 
• Shiny floors that reflect light
• Coloured or bright neon lights
•  Dark spaces that reduce Kath’s ability to see
•  Signage that is difficult to read (because it is too small or the wording is 

unclear)
• Poor use of visual contrast – spaces are either too dark or too bright and 

rarely with the right balance
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• Lack of clarity over where to queue, where to get a ticket or how to 
locate a member of staff, leading to Kath getting disorientated

• Difficulty buying food or drinks. It’s usually an added complication as 
Kath can’t read the menus or price lists. When she asks a member of 
staff for assistance, they are often too busy with something else to help; 
and she is always self-conscious that she may be holding up the queue 
and that members of the public or staff will not be understanding or 
tolerant

Kath’s suggestions
•  Kath would prefer to book her ticket online so she can display it on her 

phone and for this process to be as simple and accessible to people with 
visual impairments as possible

• Food and drink menus and price lists should be available on cinema 
websites so she can read them in advance of her visit. Ideally, a member 
of staff would be available who can get her what she wants

• Staff should be approachable, warm, welcoming and understanding 
of her needs. This has not always been the case previously, and staff 
training is essential

• Ideally, she would be able to book a headset in advance for audio 
described screenings. Kath says cinema staff often “look at me like I am 
an alien and I’m left standing around like a lost sheep while they go and 
investigate further”

• Kath has also had other bad experiences with headsets – e.g. when a 
headset arrives, the battery is flat or staff don’t know how to use them. 
Staff training on audio description equipment is essential. Kath has 
previously been in a situation where she has been in her seat with a film 
starting and the audio description not working and she has had to find 
her way out and queue for help. Ideally, a member of staff should check 
everything is working at the start of the film with a gentle tap on the 
shoulder or a whisper in the ear, agreed to beforehand

• Kath would also like a staff member to check if she needs any help or 
assistance getting to her seat

Kath adds that although a lot of these issues cause her great difficulty at 
the cinema, she still perseveres and tries to attend. However, issues like 
this badly affect her overall experience, confidence and enjoyment. She 
strongly feels that cinemas should be more inclusive and aim to provide an 
equal, and equally welcoming, experience for all.

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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ANDREA’S EXPERIENCE 
Andrea (aged 52) lost her eye sight in 2010 in the 
space of six months due to Leber’s hereditary optic 
neuropathy (LHON) which resulted in a total loss 
of sight and no useful vision; though she has light 
reception and can sometimes make out shadows. A 
side effect of LHON is neuropathy in her fingers and 
feet, which affects her ability to use braille.

Andrea’s sight loss has made her think about things 
differently. She needs to be a very good planner. It’s 
easier with places she visited before she lost her sight, 
but new places “are a complete blank.”

How does it affect her daily life? 
Andrea struggles with her loss of independence. There are things she can 
no longer do on her own, like running a house and raising her family. She 
moved in with her parents as she feels very isolated, and is dependent on 
people around her. 

Simple things like opening the post or a bottle can be very difficult, but the 
biggest hurdle is finding her way around outside. In March 2018 she was 
matched with her first guide dog, Echo. Before this, she didn’t venture out 
on her own during the day, but she does now and is more independent as a 
result.

Andrea was a very active person before she lost her sight. She has always 
loved the cinema as well as concerts and the theatre and the prospect of 
not being able to go any more was upsetting. But the availability of audio 
description in some cinemas has allowed Andrea to enjoy film so she “feels 
included and can join in like everyone else.” 

Andrea likes to go to the cinema at least every couple of months, though 
this is dependent on what films are available and if she has someone to 
accompany her. She would like to go more.

Andrea’s experience at the cinema 
•  Before she goes to the cinema Andrea likes to find out about what 

films are showing and uses smartphone apps where available. She 
prefers using apps to websites as she finds that they give her just the 
information she needs and work better with her voice software 

•  The key things she needs to know are the film times and how to get to 
the cinema

• She is not always able to find out as much information on each film as  
she would like, though she can do this by other means (e.g. browsing 
IMDb)

• She likes the cinema, but tends not to go unless it’s a film she really 
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wants to see because of the effort it takes to plan each trip
• She won’t go to see a film without audio description unless she expects 

it to be easy to follow, like a dialogue-heavy drama. “I have to be able to 
understand it and follow it from the start or I lose patience.”

• She has a CEA card but finds it is difficult to book online and gain her 
discount (the CEA card is a national card scheme developed for UK 
cinemas by the UK Cinema Association (UKCA) which enables disabled 
cinema guest cardholders to receive a complimentary ticket for 
someone to go with them when they visit participating cinemas)

• She often finds cinema entrances – which tend to be large open spaces 
– quite daunting, and is unsure where to get her ticket or how to locate a 
member of staff

• She also finds it unacceptable that the menu of available food and 
drinks is not accessible to her; this makes her feel excluded. When she 
buys tickets, she finds she is never asked if she would like to buy any 
refreshments

• Andrea feels that cinema staff as a whole are not very attentive and 
don’t ask key questions such as “Is there anything else you need?” or 
“Do you need help finding your seat?” 

• She would like staff to advise the best place to sit. This is more 
important in cinemas that have designated seats, where she is often 
unsure she’s in the right place

• As she needs audio description, she expects the headset to be ready for 
her and available and not have to wait for it

• She would be put off visiting a cinema that does not offer audio 
description

Andrea’s suggestions
• Andrea would like someone to check that the audio description is 

working when the film starts – if she is alone, she can’t navigate herself 
out to report a problem and even if she has a companion, feels they 
shouldn’t have to sort it out for her

• Generally, she suggests cinemas train their staff better, instructing them 
to check if everything is OK more often and to generally be more helpful 
and attentive

• Andrea finds headsets very uncomfortable. Big headsets make her feel 
very self-conscious and she prefers smaller ‘in-ear’ headphones

• Cinema staff should better acknowledge and support the use of guide 
dogs. Andrea suggests that if a visually impaired cinemagoer attends the 
cinema alone, it would be helpful if a member of staff could offer to look 
after their dog, where possible / if required

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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MAGGIE’S EXPERIENCE
Maggie (aged 53) has Uveitis, an end stage 
autoimmune disease that causes inflammation. 
She has had the condition since childhood. Her 
eyesight was initially preserved with surgery 
and medication, but after the treatment stopped 
working, she began to lose her sight. 

A subsequent cornea operation corrected her sight 
slightly and stopped it from declining further, but 
Maggie has still lost a great deal of her independence, 
especially with regards to travelling. She used to go to 
the cinema a great deal but rarely goes now. She is aware 
that audio description is not always available.

She struggles with all print and can only read on screens with high contrast. 
She can see no fine detail – everything is fuzzy and distorted. She struggles 
with very bright lights and dark areas and any sort of glare whatsoever. 
She also has difficulty with any kind of imagery, including graphics and 
animation; so simple text pages on websites are better for her. She uses 
audio software on her phone for almost everything. 

Maggie’s experience at the cinema
• Maggie finds that “big open empty spaces at the cinema are 

confusing without someone guiding me in the right direction. It’s very 
disorientating, and I struggle when I cannot locate a member of staff.”

• It is essential for Maggie that films are available with audio description. 
Without this, she won’t visit the cinema

• She also needs to feel confident that she won’t have problems whilst at 
the cinema, as it takes a lot of effort to plan a trip. So she needs to know 
for sure that the film and screening of her choice will definitely be audio 
described before going

• She finds other relevant information generally quite easy to find online
• She is happy to buy tickets at the cinema; but needs to be able to find 

clear info on the availability and times of audio described screenings 
online in advance

Maggie’s suggestions
• Maggie would like support, or at least the offer of support, from a 

member of staff straight away when she enters the cinema. She uses a 
white stick and feels that should be enough to alert staff to the fact that 
she may need assistance

• She would like audio description headsets to be readily available, 
charged up and working properly

• She would like a trained member of staff to be ready to show her how to 
use them, to instruct her on the best place in the cinema for reception, 
and to tell her when the audio description will start in the film

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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• She would like someone to offer to escort her to a seat, even if she is 
accompanied

• In some cinemas, she finds the lifts very hard to use and some 
instruction or support in this would be beneficial

• She would also like to be told where the fire exits are
• At the cinema, she would like an usher to check everything is OK for her 

at the start of the screening, and to ask for feedback at the end

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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Everything starts with your website and your promotional materials. These  
are your ‘shop window’ and people’s first port of call for information about 
your cinema. 

• Ensure that the accessibility page, listing visitor information for people 
with disabilities, is easy to find on your website and linked to your 
website’s booking section

• And also that the information on the page is clearly laid out, concise and 
regularly updated

• Use Twitter, Facebook and Instagram to promote accessible 
performances, and consider creating an audio podcast (perhaps 
discussing upcoming films with information and details of reviews, 
or relevant interview material) as an additional promotional tool for 
visually impaired (and general) audiences

• Schedule audio described screenings (and other accessible screenings) 
as far in advance as possible. Once dates are confirmed, add them to 
your website and include them in all of your general cinema listings and 
promotion 

• Link in with all relevant local disability groups on Twitter, Facebook 
and Instagram and send out a specific e-newsletter or flyer detailing 
accessible screenings

• Consider establishing an access directory. Create an incentive scheme 
to sign up and promote this with the use of your website, a flyer, social 
media and any audio information (such as a podcast) you produce

• Send out regular information – specifically about accessibility for people 
with disabilities, including visually impaired people – to local press and 
media

• Find ways to link in with your local Talking Newspaper
• Once community connections have been made, hold an access open day 

at your cinema, promoting it to all relevant groups well in advance
• Encourage audience feedback. This will help to improve your service 

and build staff expertise, as well as fostering trust, dialogue and a 
relationship between you and your audience

• Offer a tour of your cinema to visually impaired people. Research 
suggests that if visually impaired people are unfamiliar with a venue and 
unsure it will meet their needs, they tend to stay away. Make it a warm 
and welcoming experience; perhaps offering a cup of  tea or coffee and 
clear, friendly information on accessibility at the venue

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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Accessible Formats
Ideally, information on how your cinema is accessible for visually 
impaired audiences would be available in multiple formats, including: 
• Accessibility page online
• Access flyer
• Braille
•    Large print
• On audio CD or as an audio file on your website

This will help you get the word out to your community and attract larger 
audiences.

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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When providing written information, consider:
• Clear fonts: Fonts with rounded letters (e.g. Arial) are considered easier  

to read 
• Font size: Larger fonts are generally preferable. Some visually impaired 

people have a preferred font size. A good basic large font size is 16 point
• Contrast: Aim to achieve good contrast between text and background on 

printouts and online. Be aware that some people require specific colours 
to read (e.g. black on yellow)

• Avoid italics and underlining
•    Use matt paper to avoid glare
• Do not solely use upper case letters as these are more difficult to read
• Avoid text on images. Keep it clean and clear
• Avoid the use of red or green type to aid people with colour blindness

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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The layout, design and physical feel of a cinema can be beneficial to visually 
impaired people, but it can also be a barrier. 

Common problems reported by visually impaired cinema-goers:
• Steps and stairs not having a visually contrasting strip on the nose 

(edge of the tread). This strip helps visually impaired people to navigate 
changes in level safely

• Steps and stairs without suitable handrails on both sides. Handrails 
should contrast with the background against which they are seen, 
so they are clearly visible. Handrails should always be provided on 
circulation stairs (stairs not in screens)

• Passenger lifts lacking Braille or tactile control buttons; both at each 
level and in the lift itself. Note that lifts rising above two floors should 
also have an audible announcer

• Dark lift floors leading a visually impaired person to think that they are 
stepping into a hole

• Heavily patterned carpets or shiny/sparking flooring can be visually 
confusing. Conversely, colour or textural contrast pathfinding floor 
markings can be very useful in aiding navigation

• Poorly designed or located signage (perhaps located at inconsistent 
heights). Best practice design guidance on signage is available from the 
Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) and offered within BS 
8300, a British Standard that sets out how buildings should be designed, 
constructed and maintained to create an accessible and inclusive 
environment for disabled people

• Poor lighting or stark changes in light levels. Light = sight. Good, 
consistent lighting can help a visually impaired person make the most of 
their residual sight and navigate safely and independently. For example, 
a person suffering with optic atrophy (damage to the optic nerve, 
resulting in its degeneration or destruction) would struggle severely 
when transferring from a very brightly lit area into a dark area like a 
cinema auditorium. BS 8300 gives details of safe light levels in different 
areas of a building. The RNIB can also offer advice

• Cluttered navigation routes. Routes through the cinema must be free from 
obstruction (including overhead hazards at less than 2.1 metres high)

• Inadequate space for guide dogs. There must be adequate space for 
guide dogs to sit in screens during films

•    Poor hearing enhancement systems. Venues should be equipped with 
fully functioning hearing enhancement systems (such as induction 
loops) and audio description systems, both of which should be regularly 
tested and adequately maintained

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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Audio Description (AD)
To provide audio described screenings for your customers, you will need 
Infrared (IR) Hearing Impaired (HI) and Visually Impaired (VI) portable 
receiver units that work with headphones and hearing aids. 

Most cinemas use infrared headsets to deliver audio described screenings. 

However, some cinemas are replacing these over time with infrared body 
pack receivers due to the added flexibility of customers being able to plug 
in their own headphones, if preferred. In addition, the body packs are 
interchangeable between headphones and neck loops for customers with 
pre digital hearing aids who like to use the telecoil setting.
 

Dolby Fidelio Wireless Audio 
System
Dolby Fidelio is a wireless audio system that delivers 
both Hearing Impaired (HI) narration for hard-
of-hearing customers and Visually Impaired 
narration (VI) for visually impaired customers. The 
system includes a transmitter which integrates 
with your digital cinema server and a charging 
station (with configuration tablet) that allows 
your staff to charge and programme receivers for 
use in any equipped auditorium.

The charging station can accommodate ten receivers. The tablet can 
programme receivers to provide HI on both ears, VI on both ears, or HI 
and VI together (one for each ear). These configurations allow you to give 
individual customers the experience they prefer.

The Fidelio receiver can be used with the supplied plug-in headset or 
with customers’ own preferred headset/earphones. Users can control the 
volume on the device. 

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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Features
• Compact audio receiver
• Audio receiver provides a standard 3.5 mm headphone jack
• Audio transmitter connects to Dolby digital cinema servers via audio 

cable and USB connection
• Charging station for ten receiver units
• Configuration of auditorium and channel (HI or VI) assignment through 

a touch-screen tablet

Systems can be purchased directly from manufacturers, but cinemas tend 
to purchase kit through third party integrators such as: 
• Cinema Next
•   Sound Associates
• Omnex

The global cinema technology network can also help in deciding what kit is 
right for you. Cinema Technology Community CIC (CTC) is an independent, 
not-for-profit membership organisation that aims to advance the use of 
technology to enhance all aspects of the cinema-going experience. CTC’s 
membership includes distributors, cinemas, integrators, manufacturers, 
journalists and thought leaders. They run various initiatives aimed at 
educating and up-skilling their members, including hosting training 
courses and supporting professional certification, providing technical 
and educational resources such as handbooks, webinars and seminars 
and hosting networking events.  Membership is open to individuals and 
organisations and starts from £50 a year.

CTC best practice guide for 
testing audio description 
equipment
There are a number of different audio description (AD) systems  
installed in cinemas, all of which consist of a transmitter and a number  
of receivers (headsets). An AD soundtrack is supplied on most major  
film releases (though please note that not all films have AD) via channel 
eight from your audio processor or server. This output is fed to the 
transmitter(s). Transmitters can be mounted anywhere in an auditorium 
(but if infrared systems are used there must be a line of sight to  
the seats).

When the equipment is first installed the coverage of the transmitter(s) 
must be checked. In larger auditoria, it may be necessary to install more 
than one transmitter to ensure that the AD is heard clearly from all seating 
positions. A lack of range will result in no or distorted audio.

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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Testing Materials
To check that the AD is working correctly, CTC recommend that their  
test DCP is used. This DCP contains a wide range of test material; for  
this guide it is the AD soundtrack that is relevant. The DCP can be 
downloaded from www.cinema-technology.com and can then be  
ingested as you would with any regular DCP. It is not encrypted, so a  
KDM is unnecessary.

Once ingested, the DCP will be found in the test folder on the server  
and should be set up to play in a loop. When playing the test DCP, the 
receivers can be checked easily as the AD track is present throughout  
the test.

The receivers should be tested in all parts of the auditorium. It is 
recommended that the AD equipment should be tested on a regular basis, 
preferably weekly, but at least once a month.

Frequency of Testing
Cinemas should ensure all headsets are tested over a six month period.  
The best practice employed in some cinemas is to test the AD on all films  
to be screened with AD (those listed as having AD can be found at  
www.yourlocalcinema.com).

Troubleshooting
If no AD is heard via the headsets, check the following:
•   Ensure the batteries in the headsets/receivers are working. Test with 

various headsets in case one is faulty
• Check the transmitter is switched on
• Check the cable carrying the audio from the audio processor/server to 

the transmitter is not broken
•   If the AD can only be heard near the transmitter, the transmitter may 

need replacing. As infrared transmitters age, their range may decrease. 
Distortion of the AD can also occur if the headset is too far from the 
transmitter. Infrared transmitters can be checked by using a mobile 
phone to view/photograph the transmitter panel. You should see a 
matrix of LEDs and faulty LEDs will appear as gaps

• If AD cannot be heard on a particular film, re-check with the CTC test 
DCP. If this confirms the AD equipment is working, the film either does 
not have an AD track, or it has been placed on an incorrect channel on 
the DCP. In this case, contact the relevant distributor

• If the AD does not work with the CTC test DCP, it is possible that the 
audio processor/server has been set to send audio from an incorrect 
channel, the correct channel for AD is eight

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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• Note that the AD track is not continuous – it only provides a description 
when there is something happening on screen and no dialogue is 
present, so you may have to wait to hear some AD

For further guidance on replacing or renewing audio description 
equipment, CTC recommends talking to your local distributor or supplier.

Provision of Headsets
• Headsets must be cleaned after use
• Headsets should be stored in an area close to the customer collection 

point, so they are not left around waiting
• Headsets should be checked every week, to be sure they are working 

correctly
• Batteries must be checked and charged regularly
• The audio description service should be checked at the start of every 

day
• Staff should be regularly briefed on how the headsets work, where they 

are stored, where to find replacement batteries and how to troubleshoot 
common customer issues

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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The need for Audio Description
Like a narrator telling a story, audio description (AD) offers additional 
commentary on what is happening on screen, describing body language, 
expressions and movements. Audio description is delivered through 
headsets, provided by the cinema to customers when they buy or collect 
their ticket. 

Audio description makes the cinema experience accessible for visually 
impaired people and greatly enhances their enjoyment of it.

Many cinemas are equipped with audio description systems. Approximately 
75-80% of the main UK chain cinemas (Cineworld, Vue and Odeon) offer 
audio description capability as standard. In addition, audio description is 
becoming more and more popular in many other forms of entertainment:
•   In the theatre
• On television
• On digital platforms like Netflix and Amazon Prime
•   In museums and art galleries
• On DVD and Blu-ray
• At football matches

However, the percentage of smaller chain and independent cinemas 
equipped with audio description is much less.

It is key that in cinemas where audio description is installed, it is made 
available on as many different genres of films as possible, making it as 
inclusive as it can be. 

KEY FACTS
A recent survey found that only two out of 20 independent cinemas 

offered audio description, with available provision often limited

Most visually impaired cinema-goers who have experienced audio 
description don’t want to go to a film screening without it

Cinemas that don’t offer audio description are losing their visually 
impaired audience
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Accessible screenings should not be an afterthought – it should be clear 
to all customers, not just visually impaired ones, that they are a key and 
regular feature in your overall listings. 

Audio described film times should also be clearly advertised within the 
cinema, on its website and any app and on listings in newspapers, flyers and 
social media.

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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Customer care training for staff is vital to making the cinema experience 
truly accessible for visually impaired people. Customers who receive a 
good service at your cinema will return time and time again; while those 
who receive a bad experience may never return unless you take steps to 
mitigate it. 

Here are some simple tips on improving services for visually impaired 
customers.

Meeting a person with a visual 
impairment
• Address the person by name if you know it, and ask them their name if 

not. Make sure that you introduce yourself and anyone else with you. 
Address the customer directly, not any companions they may have with 
them

• Speak normally and clearly
• Make sure that you understand how to use audio description headsets 

and that you are comfortable answering customer questions about them
• Always ask the person what help they need – e.g. refreshments, help 

with their headset, assistance in finding their seat, a check-in at the start 
of the film to make sure everything is OK – and follow their instructions

• Never just grab a visually impaired person’s arm to get their attention – 
wait to be asked for physical assistance

• If you are guiding a visually impaired person:
 1  Allow them to take your arm. They will usually place their hand 

just above your elbow
 2  Stand very slightly in front of the person you are guiding so that 

they can follow your movements and react when you change 
direction

 3  Don’t drag or propel them
 4  Describe any hazards on the route e.g. “The door we are 

approaching opens towards us” or “There are three steps down 
coming up.” Be especially wary of hazards at head height

 5  If you are guiding someone to a chair, place their hand on the back 
or arm of the chair and let them know what you are doing

 6  Never leave them alone in an empty space – even for a short time. 
Guide them to the side of the room or a place of their choosing

Staff training
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• If you have to leave, make sure you tell the person that you are going so 
that they are not left talking to fresh air

•   If a visually impaired person appears to be ignoring you, they are 
not being rude – they will likely be listening for sounds to orientate 
themselves

• Pop back after the film has started to ensure that the headsets are 
working

• Always say goodbye when you leave

Emergency Evacuation
Stewards and staff must be aware that visually impaired audience members 
will need supported or assisted evacuation in the event of a fire or other 
emergency.

It is advisable to be aware of where visually impaired people are seated in 
the event of an emergency and to assign staff to assist evacuation at every 
screening.

Guide Dog Etiquette
Although they are appealing animals, remember that a guide dog is a 
working animal and is there to keep its owner safe.
• When a guide dog is working it will wear a harness and an easily 

distinguishable jacket with the name of the organisation that trained it 
e.g. Guide for the Blind Association

• Never distract or touch a person’s guide dog when it is working, as you 
could put its owner at risk

• If a dog is out of its harness, do not touch it without permission from the 
owner

• It is against the law to refuse access to a guide dog. The only places that 
can legally refuse a guide dog are working kitchens or operating theatres

• Ensure that the dog has a suitable space to lie down during the film
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Language
It is understandable to be concerned that the language you use with visually 
impaired people does not cause offence. However this should not be a 
barrier to striking up conversations. It’s okay to say:
• Visually impaired person
• Person with sight loss
• Blind person
•   “See you later”

However, try to avoid the phrase “the blind”. Visually impaired people are 
not a generic group, they are individuals. Put the person first!

And, obviously, avoid being flippant or using derogatory phrases or terms 
such as “blind as a bat”.

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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– A Brief Guide to Common  
Issues and How to Overcome 
Them

ISSUE / PROBLEM OR BARRIER BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATION

Visually impaired (VI) customer 
needs information to plan their visit 
to the cinema

Easy to find web pages which are compatible 
with screen reader software on cinema’s  
website with information including:
4   How to get to the cinema – nearest parking 

and public transport routes
4   Clear details of audio described films, 

screenings and times
4   How to book audio description (AD)  

headsets and where to pick them up
4   Food and drinks menu and prices
4   Guide dogs or other assistance dogs welcome 
4   Details of any discounts for companions to 

visually impaired people and how to access 
them

VI customer may experience 
difficulties booking tickets

Offer a range of options:
4   Online booking (with possible option for  

pre-ordering refreshments)
4   Telephone
4   App
4   In person, ensuring that the ticket vendor 

has undertaken VI awareness training and is 
able to understand the customer’s needs

VI customer has not been to the  
cinema before and does not know 
where to get tickets, where toilet 
facilities are, how to get AD headsets, 
how to get refreshments, how to get  
to their seat etc.

VI customer care and assistance training for 
staff

Consider nominating “VI Champions” from  
staff who have undertaken training and are  
able to appropriately support VI customers

VI Champions could be identifiable by yellow 
badge or in some other easily distinguishable  
way

Developing Visually Impaired Audiences
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ISSUE / PROBLEM OR BARRIER BEST PRACTICE RECOMMENDATION

VI customer requires AD 
performance in order to fully engage 
to the cinema experience, but cinema 
has no AD facility

Install audio description service

Consider in-ear headphones

Train staff

Set up protocols to test and maintain equip-
ment. Conduct staff training. Set up customer 
support procedure. Clearly list, advertise and 
promote new AD facility and screenings to 
networks. 

Customer has guide dog Make sure that customers are aware that guide 
dogs and other assistance dogs are welcome 
using website and sign on entrance doors

Ensure that website highlights seats where 
dogs can lie by their owner during the 
screening

VI customer makes a complaint 
about accessibility

Follow up with the customer, working with them 
to see how your venue and staff can adjust your 
service to improve accessibility

Make an official note of the complaint to track 
trends and track any actions you have taken

Seek advice from local or national organisations 
which could advise you further

VI customers report that physical 
features of your building are making 
access difficult or unsafe

Issues that are potential health and safety 
issues should be tackled immediately e.g. 
overhead obstructions, slippery floors

Consider commissioning an access audit of 
your building which will highlight any potential 
problem areas for people with disabilities 
including visual impairments, and which will 
suggest a range of options for tackling those 
issues

Make access improvements part of any 
planned refurbishment or renovation

Audience analysis highlights that you 
are not attracting visually impaired 
customers. Around 22% of the UK 
population has a visual impairment 
so you should anticipate a similar 
percentage in your audience profile

Take advice from Sections 5 and 6 of this 
toolkit to improve your engagement with 
visually impaired customers

You have no procedures in place for 
safe evacuation of visually impaired 
customers

Develop protocols for safe evacuation of 
customers who may need assisted evacuation 
such as visually impaired people and people 
with other disabilities
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UK Cinema Association 
3 Soho Square
London W1D 3HD
T: 0207 734 9551
Fax: 020 3675 9465
W: cinemauk.org.uk

Independent Cinema Office
Unit 9, Bickels Yard
151-153 Bermondsey Street
London SE1 3HA
T: 0207 636 7120
E: info@independentcinemaoffice.
org.uk
W: independentcinemaoffice.org.uk

RNIB
RNIB, 105 Judd Street
London WC1H 9NE
T: 0303 123 9999 
E: helpline@rnib.org.uk
W: rnib.org.uk

Audio description association
E: audiodescriptioninfo@gmail.com 
W: audiodescription.co.uk

Talking News Federation
W: tnf.org.uk

Other technical guidance 
BS: 8300: 2018 Design of buildings 
and their approaches to meet the 
needs of disabled people

Further resources

About Tim Calvert
Tim Calvert is a consultant in access and inclusion, audio producer and director of Calvert Creative 

Concepts. He has a wealth of experience in making services inclusive and equal for all and has 
worked with many charities, organisations and businesses. He specialises in the sight loss sector and 
audio description and touch tours but has worked across the board setting up access groups and has 
also worked as a mentor for mental health organisation Mind helping those on the Autistic spectrum. 

He is vice-chair of a sight loss charity, executive member of the Audio Description Association, 
features editor of A View On Access for RNIB Connect Radio and Online content. 

Tim is extremely passionate in regard to helping companies and organisations in  
making services more inclusive and strives for more equality in the future.
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