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NHS Accessible Information Standard: Headlines from Freedom of Information Act request to NHS bodies

Summary
During August and September 2021, we contacted 219 local NHS bodies in England, including hospital trusts, mental health trusts, ambulance trusts and community health trusts under the Freedom of Information Act to seek details on their implementation of the NHS Accessible Information Standard (AIS).

We received responses from 136 (62%) Trusts.

AIS local policies
We asked local trusts whether they had introduced a local policy or guidance to ensure that the implementation of the AIS was properly embedded into their ways of working.

· 45% of Trusts said they had no local policy in place
· 10% of Trusts said they had no policy in place, but were preparing one.
· 45% of Trusts said they had a local AIS policy in place

Our take: Too many NHS Trusts are relying on the national guidance to demonstrate they have considered the local implications and put in place appropriate procedures to ensure that the needs of patients and service users for accessible information are met. We would urge all NHS bodies to implement local that properly reflect the circumstances and needs in each Trust and ensure that technology and systems are in place to achieve implementation.

Alternative format documents
To test implementation of the AIS at local level, we asked NHS Trusts to tell us how many items in alternative formats they had issued in the past year e.g. large print, braille.

· 70% of NHS Trusts indicated they did not record this information and could not estimate how many, if any, alternative format materials had been issued.
· 22% of NHS Trusts were able to provide detailed information indicating that some alternative format materials had been issued.
· 8% of NHS Trusts had figures for some items e.g. large print letters, but not others.

Our take: We would encourage all NHS Trusts, as part of their monitoring of the AIS implementation, to ensure they record how many requests for alternative format they receive and whether those requests have been satisfactorily met. Without knowing this data, it is hard to see how Trusts can claim to be comliant with the AIS.

Engaging with blind and partially sighted people
We asked NHS bodies whether they had engaged with blind and partially sighted people as part of their local AIS implementation, to make sure that the needs of patients and service users were understood. In particularly, it is important that the systems themselves for identifying patient needs for alternative formats are accessible.

· 38% of Trusts were able to demonstrate some level of engagement with blind and partially sighted including working with local societies for the visually impaired, with their local Sight Loss Council or with visually impaired patient representatives.
· 11% of Trusts reported that they had not engaged specifically with visually impaired people, but had worked with disabled people more generally.
· 51% of Trusts reported that they had not engaged at all with blind and partially sighted people or people with other disabilities as part of their AIS implementation.

Our take: We would strongly encourage all NHS Trusts to design and regularly review and monitor their AIS policies by working with blind and partially sighted people and those with other disabilities. Sight Loss Council volunteers will be happy to work with Trusts to support this work.

Staff training
We asked NHS bodies whether they had ensured that their staff were trained in accessible information needs, whether as a standalone AIS-based module or as part of wider accessibility, equalities or disability awareness training.

· 43% of Trusts have implemented staff training in accessible information, though few had delivered this for all staff Trust-wide.
· 9% of Trusts had delivered AIS training as part of a wider package of training in equalities and disability awareness.
· 48% of Trusts had not delivered any staff training on AIS implementation.

Our take: Good staff training is an important part of the implementation of the AIS. If staff aren’t aware of patient needs in respect of accessible information, don’t ask about them and then don’t have awareness of how to record and meet those needs, the AIS becomes nothing more than a policy on a shelf. We urge all NHS bodies to implement all-staff training on AIS as part of their learning and development programmes.
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