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Sighted Guiding in the Countryside
This document has been produced to provide sighted guides with information on how to guide someone who is blind or partially sighted on a non-conventional walking route, such as a countryside walk.
It covers communication, general principles of sight loss, good guiding practice, potential dangers, and how to manage them.
Meeting and communicating
What to ask
Ask about the person’s:
· Experience of walking
· Eye condition and how it affects their vision
· Use of a cane or guide dog
· Strength and stamina
· Transport arrangements
· Any concerns they may have
It can also be helpful to find out their level of experience and what grade of walks they would like to join.
Meeting in person
Always introduce yourself by name. Blind or partially sighted people will not be able to recognise you and will be expecting you to find them.
Meeting somewhere recognisable
The person you are guiding may arrive by public transport or taxi. When arranging to meet, try to choose a place that you both know or that a taxi driver could easily find.
For example:
· “The bus stop on the corner of Church Street, just outside the shop” would be a good landmark.
· “The lay-by on the A419” would be a poor example.
Use of language
There is no need to change the way you speak. Everyday language such as “Did you see Corrie last night?” is perfectly acceptable.
Blind and partially sighted people do not want to be spoken to differently. Try to keep conversation as natural as it would be with anyone else.
Saying goodbye
If you need to leave the area, for example to go to the toilet, let the blind or partially sighted person know that you are leaving. When you return, reintroduce yourself.
It can be embarrassing for someone to continue a conversation when there is no one present.
Picnic stops
If stopping for a picnic, try to keep the area as clear as possible. Picnic baskets, bags and blankets can create trip hazards.
Introduction to sight loss
If you imagine your eye as a polo mint, the outer edge represents peripheral vision and the hole in the middle represents central vision.
Peripheral vision helps us see what is around us, while central vision allows us to see detail.
Central vision loss
Central vision loss affects the middle part of the visual field and can be caused by a range of eye conditions.
Someone with central vision loss may:
· Not see details clearly, such as the numbers or hands on a clock
· See the outline of a person but not their facial features
· See objects around them but not colours or fine detail
· See a bus approaching but not the route number
· Spot a coin on the floor but lose sight of it when bending down
This happens because central vision is reduced, while peripheral vision remains relatively intact and can still be used for many everyday tasks and for moving around.
Conditions that can cause central vision loss include:
· Wet age-related macular degeneration
· Dry age-related macular degeneration
· Optic neuropathy
Peripheral vision loss
Peripheral vision loss affects the outer part of the visual field, which is used to see what is around us.
Someone with peripheral vision loss may:
· Find it difficult to move around freely, especially in busy areas
· Not notice objects immediately to the left or right
· Struggle to see things in the distance, such as approaching buses or display boards
· Still be able to read
Conditions that can cause peripheral vision loss include:
· Retinitis pigmentosa (RP)
· Glaucoma
Total blindness
Total blindness is relatively uncommon. It refers to having no vision at all, including no perception of light.
People with no sight often become very skilled at moving around using their usual mobility aids. Some may use echolocation, although this is less common.
Other sight conditions and their effects
· Diabetic retinopathy – can cause patchy vision loss across the visual field.
· Hemianopia – often caused by a stroke, where either the left or right half of the visual field is lost in both eyes.
· Cataracts – cause cloudy vision due to changes in the lens of the eye and can often be treated with surgery.
Mobility aids
Blind and partially sighted people may use a range of mobility aids, including:
· Long cane
Used to sweep the ground, often with constant contact or double tapping. Roller ball tips provide tactile feedback.
· Guide cane
Used to identify obstacles such as kerbs or changes in level.
· Symbol cane
Used to indicate sight loss to others. It is not used to touch the ground.
· White walking stick
A standard walking stick, white in colour to indicate sight loss.
· Guide dogs
Guide dogs may accompany the walker but are often less useful on rural routes, as most are trained in urban environments. They may be walked on a lead or allowed to free run, depending on the situation.
· Rambler tag (tether)
A tether attached to the guide that allows the person being guided to feel changes in direction.
· Walking poles
Sometimes used instead of a tether and can also help with balance and stability.
Principles of guiding
Grip and starting position
The person being guided should usually hold the guide’s elbow or shoulder using a relaxed “C” grip. They should walk around half a step behind the guide.
This position allows changes in pace or direction to be felt quickly.
Narrow walkways
When navigating a narrow path, bring your guiding arm behind your back and straighten it. Explain what you are doing before moving. The person being guided should then follow directly behind you.
Terrain
Countryside walks often involve changing surfaces. Be aware that:
· Inclines may not be obvious to a blind or partially sighted person
· Cobbled or loose stone paths can be difficult to walk on
· Grass and mud paths may be uneven
· Wet mud can be slippery
Pace
Maintain a steady pace. Sudden changes can be disorientating. If the person gently pushes on your arm, they may be comfortable and happy to go faster. If they pull back, they may want to slow down. When in doubt, ask “Is this pace okay?”
Overhanging obstacles
Trees and overhanging branches can be hazardous. Warn the person just before reaching the obstacle and explain whether you are going around it or ducking underneath.
They may place their hand on your shoulder to judge how far to duck. Stay lowered until the obstacle is fully cleared and let them know when it is safe to stand upright again.
Steps
When approaching steps, guide the person to the top step and let them find it using the heel of their foot.
If there is a handrail, let them know where it is and guide their hand if needed. Walk ahead and say when you have reached the top or bottom. Do not count the steps.
Describing hazards
Avoid warning too far in advance, as this can cause unnecessary anxiety. Describe hazards as you approach them so the person can react naturally with you.
Clock-face directions can be helpful when describing obstacles.
Describing surroundings
If there is something of interest, such as a landscape or skyline, consider describing it. Use clear, imaginative language, as you would when describing a scene over the phone.
Some people may enjoy having shapes or outlines “drawn” in the air using their hand. Always check what the person prefers.
Light levels
Changes in light can quickly affect someone’s usable vision. If moving from bright light into shade, slow down slightly and let the person know.
Many people experience very limited vision in low light, so it is best to ensure walks finish in daylight where possible.
Individual preferences
Everyone is different. Some people will prefer certain guiding techniques over others.
Ask how the person would like to be guided, and do not worry about asking questions. It is always better to ask than to guess.
Above all, learn from each other and enjoy the walk together.

If you would like further support with guiding a blind or partially sighted walker, please contact us on 0117 322 4885 or email info@sightsupportwest.org.uk 
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