People with Visual Impairments: Views of Sighted Individuals
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Introduction
People with disabilities often have to confront negative and exclusionary attitudes towards them (Peat, 1997). Rao (2004) refers to such attitudes as ‘attitudinal barriers’. The term ‘attitudes’ means ‘the conscious and unconscious feelings, emotions and beliefs held by individuals about other people’ (Tregaskis, 2000). Most of them are transmitted by the social network of each person, (Roush, 1986), which consists of parents, siblings, kin and friends, teachers and professionals (Cause & Srebnik, 1990), but also through literature and media (Roush, 1986). Particularly visual media have a great influence, as through them people with disabilities are either presented very dramatically and usually not in a realistic view, which finally leads to creation of unrealistic expectations (Roush, 1986).
Peat (1997), for instance, states that individuals with disabilities, are often treated unequally, facing stereotyping negative behaviors. Moreover, Roush (1986) argues that they frequently are treated with fear, pity, discomfort and/or guilt. Awkwardness (Stone & Colella, 1996) and excessive positive evaluations (Fichten, Goodrick, Amsel & McKenzie, 1991) are cited as other attitudes that individuals with disabilities have to face in their daily lives. People who do not have any disabilities tend to have a twisted picture of the characteristics of people with disabilities and their needs, considering them weaker and more dependent. The above mentioned attitudes may not always be expressed loudly or even been admitted but they can be expressed in various forms and may lead to the exclusion or the inclusion of the disabled ones in the society (Roush, 1986). 
Negative attitudes also exist amongst family members, which can be overprotective or unable to understand how a disability can change a person’s life or even refuse to discuss about the disability (Grewal, Joy, Lewis, Swales & Woodfield, 2002). Negative attitudes can be also apparent amongst friends and neighbors who choose not to build a friendship and to avoid people with disabilities (Kef, 2002), amongst health professionals (Roush, 1986) and amongst employers who hesitate to hire a person with a disability (Stratford & Au, 1986). It is broadly acknowledged that people with disabilities have fewer chances for employment (Peat, 1997) and usually are ‘the last to be hired and the first to be fired’ (Edmonds & Peat, 1996, cited in Peat, 1997). These attitudes are often due to the stereotypes mentioned above and to the lack of information regarding persons with a disability (Hunt & Hunt, 2004).  
Furthermore, negative attitudes also exist amongst college students without disabilities who usually reject the potential of building a romantic relationship with their peers who have visual impairments, as they feel less comfortable with that option and are afraid of their friends’ reactions towards that (Fichten, Goodrick, Amsel & McKenzie, 1991). 
However, especially during the last few years, many people show appreciation for the capabilities, skills, work and efforts of people with disabilities to participate equally to the community (Peat, 1997). Grewal et al. (2002) also remark that people who do not have disabilities often show true concern and willingness to help. 
The study
This study aims to examine the views of sighted individuals on blindness as disability and the way that people with visual impairments interact with their social environment. The overall purpose of the study is to investigate sighted individuals’ attitude in order to plan ways to inform them on the needs of people with visual impairments and to enhance their social interactions. In particular the study looks at the following:
1. The general views of the participants on family and social interactions of individuals with visual impairments.

2. The general views of the participants on the every day life of individuals with visual impairments.

3. Participants’ views on visually impaired individuals’ willingness to undertake social roles.

4. Participants’ views on the personal development of individuals with visual impairments.

5. Participants’ knowledge about the education of people with visual impairments.
6. Participants’ knowledge about the legal rights of individuals with visual impairments. 
Participants

A hundred and eighty eight sighted persons (73 men and 115 women) with an average age of 28 years participated in the study. The majority of the participants were university students or graduates. Eighty eight out of the 188 participants stated that they never had any contact with a person with visual impairments, while 39 stated that they just had contact with only 1 person with visual impairments and 25 that had contact with 2. Moreover, 10 participants stated that they had contact with 3 or more individuals with visual impairments. Furthermore, about 50 participants stated that they had at least 1 or 2 contacts with persons who have visual impairments within a month period, while 18 and 33 persons stated that they had 1 or 2 contacts persons who have visual impairments within a six-month and a twelve-month period, respectively. 

Results

The participants answered a questionnaire of 53 questions. All but 1 question were close ended. The questionnaire was developed by the researchers. The results which emerged from the analysis are presented below.

According to the results, the vast majority of the participants (92.1%) believe that individuals with visual impairments receive the greatest support from their close family environment. The next in the rank of more supportive persons are “relatives” and “friends”, followed by “teachers”, “classmates” and “co-workers, members of associations, neighbours and therapists”. Moreover, 63.3% of the participants stated that individuals with visual impairments do not maintain a relationship only of love with their family, but also of necessity and dependence and more than 3/4 of the participants (76.6%) believe that individuals with visual impairments are more dependent on their family than sighted individuals. In the question about which are the factors that contribute the most to the personal development of people with visual impairments, participants could choose more than one answer. Almost half of the respondents (49.5%) declared that “family” is a significant factor and 50.5% that it is not. Forty one per cent of the participants stated that “the school that the child goes” is a significant factor but 59% claimed that it is not. Finally, “the environment in general” was reported as a significant factor by 78.7% of the participants and as an insignificant factor by 21.3% of them.

Concerning social behaviour and friendships, it is generally believed that people with visual impairments have difficulties in creating friendships, since the 72.3% of the participants responded that it is difficult or somehow difficult for people with visual impairments to come close to other people in a friendly way. Thus, it is believed that people with visual impairments retain a more restricted circle of friends (stated by the 46.8% of the participants) and that is why sometimes they have to put more effort on making friendships (stated by the 39.4% of the participants). Furthermore, the participants believe that people with visual impairments spend quite a lot of time alone. When they were asked if they could create a friendship with a person who is blind, 72.9% of the participants answered positively and 25.5% answered that they could possibly be a blind person’s friend. It is noteworthy that in the question “Could you ever fall in love with a blind person?” 59.6% answered “May be” and 21.3% “No”. This question in combination with the previous one (the one about the friendship between sighted individuals and individuals with visual impairments) demonstrates the society’s attitude towards people with visual impairments. That is that, the majority of people could easily become friends with a person who has visual impairments but about 1 to 2 persons would avoid initiating a more personal relationship.

Taking into consideration the answers of the participants, the same difficulties seem to extend to a more wide social environment as well. Participants expressed their doubt about society’s adequacy regarding the provision of stimuli for social participation and goal setting to people with visual impairments. Thus, a considerable proportion of the participants (77.1%) suggested that it is more or less difficult for people with visual impairments to participate in common affair. Serious barriers associated with disability seem to keep individuals with visual impairments from undertaking social roles, creating their own family and finding a job. Many participants (116 out of 188, 61.7%) expressed their hesitation in hiring a person with visual impairments.

A significant proportion of the respondents (76.6%) answered that the lack of vision does lead to the intensification of other senses and that visually impaired people’s personal space should be properly configured (70.2%). In the question about how people with visual impairments perceive reality, 22.3% of the respondents stated that individuals with visual impairments perceive various situations in the same way as sighted ones, 66.5% that they consider some facts as more significant than sighted people do and 9% that they consider some facts less significant than sighted people do. 

It is worth mentioning that the 39.4% of the respondents believe that people with visual impairment face racist behaviours, 75% that they are not equally treated and more than half oh the participants (53.2%) that people remain unbiased in front of a visually impaired persons’ disability. Moreover, a significant proportion of the participants (69.1%) believe that the Greek society is unaware of or has very limited knowledge on the field of visual impairment as well as on issues regarding people with visual impairments. Many participants stated that they (69.7%) know nothing at all about how people with visual impairments entertain themselves, how they are being educated (56.9% of the participants) and which are their legal rights (64.9%). It is remarkable that the 70.2% of the respondents stated that the state does not procure adequately for people with visual impairment and their rights and that the fields the state could help the most are “education” (suggested by 53.2% of the participants) and “vocational rehabilitation” (suggested by 78.2% of the participants). 
Worth noting findings arise from questions about the quality of life of people with visual impairments. The 37.2% of the respondents believe that individuals with visual impairments are not or are partially reconciled to their disability and that they sometimes (stated by the 34.6% of the participants) or many times (stated by the 42.6% of the participants) are getting stressed in their effort to meet the requirements of every day life and social adjustment. Respondents do not consider persons who have visual impairments happy enough and half of them believe that the difficulties the latter face affect their emotional state. A little fewer than half of the participants (46.3%) stated that people with visual impairments may feel desperate and abstracted from reality and joy of life and only the 34% of them stated that they do not. In the question “Do you believe that people with visual impairments lack many kinds of entertainment in comparison to the sighted ones?” 32.4% participants answered that they do indeed and 60.1% answered that they do to a degree. Generally, participants defined the life of people with visual impairments as “difficult” (53.2% of the respondents), “restricted” (53.2% of the respondents) and only a small proportion of the participants find visually impaired persons’ life “normal” (18.1% of them) and “creative” (27.1% of them).

Finally, when the participants were asked if they consider visual impairments one of the worst disabilities, 56.4% stated that they don’t and 42.6% that they do consider visual impairment one of the worst disabilities. In the question about the way that views on people with visual impairments and on visual impairment itself were shaped, participants were asked to choose 1 or more among 5 possible answers or to state another one. The answer “from personal experience” was chosen by 38.3% of the respondents, the answer “from other persons’ personal experience” was chosen by 43.1% of them, the answer “from cinema and theater” by 25% of them and the answer “from the media” by 48.9% of the participants.

Conclusion 
By assessing the results we can draw some main conclusions. First of all, the statistical analysis of the data shows that a great proportion of the society is totally unaware of, has a very limited knowledge of or sometimes has a distorted picture of people with visual impairments, their needs and their rights. This is probably due to the fact that these same people get informed for these issues through the media. As Roush (1986) underlined, visual media have influence on people’s beliefs and attitudes towards people with visual impairments.
Thus, although the majority of the participants stated that they could easily create a friendship with an individual with visual impairments, they found them quite isolated and unsociable. This means either that sighted people are hesitant to get in touch with people with visual impairments or that the society did not provide the latter with the adequate motives to become more sociable. This conclusion does not evoke any surprise since it is generally believed that people without disabilities usually adopt negative attitudes and choose not to build a friendship or to avoid people who have disabilities (Kef, 2002). Moreover, more than half of the respondents appeared to feel uncomfortable with the idea of having an affair with a person who is blind. This is in accordance with the findings of previous studies (e.g. Fichten et al., 1991). The general negative attitude of the society becomes clear when people’s beliefs on the issue of vocational rehabilitation are expressed. Peat’s remark (1997) about the difficulty of people with visual impairments in finding a job was confirmed in the present study. Participants reported that people with visual impairments have to overcome many barriers to find a job and that they would probably avoid hiring an employee who has visual impairments. 
Moreover, according to the participants people with visual impairments appeared to be totally dependent on their family (see also Roush, 1986). This view in combination with all the others regarding  the ability of people with visual impairments in making friendships, undertaking social roles, finding a job and reverting their life from “difficult” and “restricted” into “normal”, seems to reveal a general belief concerning their quality of life. Thus, people with visual impairments appeared to be “desperate” and “unhappy” which this is something explicitly expressed by the participants.
Finally, taking all the above results into consideration we could hypothesise that the Greek society is not well aware of issues regarding visual impairment and people with visual impairments. This might lead to negative effects towards acceptance and integration of people with visual impairment in the society. Thus, what it could stand out as a solution to the problem is probably a more methodical and valid information on the needs of people with visual impairments, the problems that they face and have to solve in their every day life as well as their abilities and their accomplishments.
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