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Making your communication with your service users accessible and inclusive  

Introduction 

This guide is intended to help GPs, clinical teams, social care teams and other health and care professionals to make their 

communication with service users more accessible and inclusive. By ‘communication’ we mean things like letters, emails, text 

messages, websites, leaflets and videos. 

 

Legal obligations 

Did you know that NHS and adult social care services must, by law make sure that people with a disability or sensory loss are given 

information in a way that they can understand?  The Accessible Information Standard (2016) states that you MUST by law: 

1. Ask people about any communication needs and how they would prefer you to meet these needs. 

2. Record these needs and preferences in a clear way so that all staff in your service are made aware of these and can 

act on them. 

3. Act on what people have told you by communicating to them in their preferred way and make sure any 

communication support that they need is made available. 

 

All providers must also have due regard to the protected characteristics defined in the Equality Act 2010, one of which is race. Over 

50,000 (6.8%) residents in Leeds have English as an additional language and it is good practice to ask people about their preferred 

language to receive communications. You must work with people to make any reasonable adjustments and provide support so they 

understand and can make informed decisions about their care and treatment options.  

 

Person-centred communications 

When you are communicating with service users it cannot be a one size fits all. Just sending out one type of communication (eg a 

letter or text) will mean that some people will always be excluded from getting that information. For example, if you sent all your 

appointments out to patients, someone who is blind will not be able to read that information. Likewise, if the only instructions on the 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/accessibleinfo/
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/15/contents
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appointment letters are to ring to make or change an appointment, then that is not accessible for deaf people who cannot 

communicate by phone.  

You should consider different types of communication for different groups of people as well as thinking about how your 

communications can be made more inclusive for more people generally. 

For best communication materials, you should involve your audience in its production, for example by working with a local 

advocacy group. Your target audience can help ensure that the information is accessible to them by testing it out and giving 

feedback about how easy it is to understand and navigate. 

And, most importantly, you should always ask all your service users about any communication needs and preferences and take 

action to meet these needs. 

 

Top ten tips for making information more inclusive generally 

Following these simple tips below will really help make all your general communications accessible to a wide range of people, as 

well as to people who don’t have specific communication needs but just like to read things that are easy to understand!  

1. Always ask people about their individual communication needs and preferences, record them, and act on them. 

2. Keep your messages simple, clear and concise.   

3. Be clear about what you want someone to do and when you want them to do it by. 

4. Don’t include information that doesn’t help to explain the most important messages. Too much information can be 

overwhelming and off-putting. 

5. Use pictures or graphics to help explain things more clearly 

6. Write short paragraphs and sentences and use bullet points 

7. Use clear everyday language and avoid jargon or acronyms.  

8. Use a sans serif font such as Arial, Verdana, Comic Sans or Sassoon in minimum font size 12 or 14  

9. Get someone from outside your organisation to proofread your language and pinpoint any difficult words or jargon. 

10. Consider making a video which is an accessible format for most people if it has subtitles and audio description.  
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What are the common accessibility issues that people face? 

Below is a broad guide to some common accessibility issues faced by different groups of people (the list is not exhaustive). People 

don’t always fit neatly into categories, they may fall into more than one of these groups and will have their own unique set of needs 

and preferences, so it is important (and required by law) to always ask people about these individually.  

 

Accessibility issue Tips 

Visual impairment • Offer printed written information in alternative formats such as audio (CD, MP3), braille, 

email or large print.  

• If you have made information available by video, add audio descriptions which provide a 

narrative of key visual elements to help blind and visually impaired people understand 

what is happening in the video.  

• If people use their own assistive technology or software (e.g. a ‘screen reader’ which 

converts text to speech) send information to them electronically via email in a specific 

format (ask the person what format is best) 

• A person who is blind or has some visual loss may need visual information in the form of 

an audible alert. (Eg many blind people cannot read their name on a screen and will need 

to be told or guided to the appropriate room/seat.). People should be made aware of these 

kind of measures before they visit the setting to provide reassurance and encouragement 

to attend their appointment. 

• For visually impaired people, use good contrasts (eg black font on a yellow background) 

and a readable font size 

• Consider how a screenreader will interpret elements of a webpage. More info here. 

• DON’T send standard appointment letters to visually impaired people. Phone, email or 

send in large print instead, according to preferences 

Deaf or hard of hearing • Offer printed information in British Sign Language (BSL) video format. 

• Write in plain English, or BSL (see below for more information), avoid figures of speech 

• Use subtitles or provide transcripts for video 

https://accessibility.blog.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/52/2016/09/visually-impaired-screenreader.png
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• Break up web content with sub-headings, images and videos 

• Ask patients about their preferred communication support for appointments (eg BSL 

interpreter, loop system, whether they lipread etc) 

•  DON’T Send appointment letters with a phone number as the only way of changing or 

cancelling an appointment. Provide the option of text phone or email. 

Deafblind • May need written information in an alternative format, such as braille or via email. 

• May require support from a communication professional who is skilled in working with 

deafblind people 

• May require support to use a communication tool or aid 

• DON’T Send standard written appointment letters (see above) 

Dyslexia • Use images and diagrams to support text. Use bullet points and headings to break up text 

• Align text to the left and keep a consistent layout 

• Use a sans serif font such as Arial, Verdana, Comic Sans or Sassoon. Or consider using 

the Open Dyslexic font which is free to download.   

• Keep content short, clear and simple. 

• Use wide margins and at least 1.5 line spaces between lines of text, if possible. 

• Use a coloured paper to print on, even cream or off white.  Some individuals will have 

specific colour preferences, e.g. yellow or blue. 

• Avoid light text on a dark background 

• Consider producing materials in other formats (for example, audio and video) 

• DON’T underline words, use italics, or write in capitals. Use bold print to highlight. 

• DON’T make users to remember things from previous pages - give reminders and 

prompts 

Language barriers • The most common languages besides English that are spoken in Leeds are Polish, Urdu, 

Panjabi, Arabic, Mandarin, Bengali, Kurdish, French, and Persian/Farsi. 

• There are many information leaflets about different health issues already available. See 

links below. 

https://opendyslexic.org/


 6 

• If information needs to be communicated to service users whose first language is not 

interpreted, any written material should be translated, or consideration should be given to 

a verbal conversation with the person using interpreting services. 

• Make sure you ask people prior to their appointment whether they require an interpreter, 

so that this can be arranged. 

Autism • Write in plain English. Avoid figures of speech, metaphors, or other ambiguous speech. 

• Be specific about any actions you want someone to take. 

• Use simple sentences and bullets and  

• Consider visual alternatives to text. 

• Autistic people often have heightened sensory awareness so websites should have a have 

a clean and uncluttered design and avoid movement unless the moving elements can be 

frozen by the user. 

Learning disabilities • Use simple short text supported by pictures to communicate the main message you’re 

trying to get across (easy read) 

• Consider video format for people who can’t read 

• Some people with learning disabilities may require support from a communication 

professional or with using a communication tool at their appointment 

 

More information 

Learning disability 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/LearningDisabilityAccessCommsGuidance.pdf 
https://www.changepeople.org/getmedia/923a6399-c13f-418c-bb29-051413f7e3a3/How-to-make-info-accessible-guide-2016-Final 

http://www.easyonthei-leeds.nhs.uk/ image bank produced by the learning disability service at Leeds and York Partnership NHS 
Foundation Trust. Contains hundreds of free downloadable images that you can use to help make your communications more 
accessible to people with learning disabilities. 

https://www.easyhealth.org.uk/ With over 500 health leaflets that include pictures and very simple text, Easy Health's information is 

accessible to anyone with low literacy levels, including people with learning disabilities. 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/LearningDisabilityAccessCommsGuidance.pdf
https://www.changepeople.org/getmedia/923a6399-c13f-418c-bb29-051413f7e3a3/How-to-make-info-accessible-guide-2016-Final
https://linkscan.io/scan/ux/aHR0cDovL3d3dy5lYXN5b250aGVpLWxlZWRzLm5ocy51ay8=/B02269D89BBF0A5D29B854574AE3E5D695632B6CE62105F8C6E85AD05C5D6203?c=5&i=1&docs=1
https://www.easyhealth.org.uk/
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Making information accessible for neurodivergent people 

Leeds Autism AIM (part of the Advonet Group) has produced this guide on how to make information more accessible to people who 

are neurodivergent. This includes people who have a diagnosis of autism, dyslexia, dyspraxia, dyscalculia, ADHD and Tourette’s 

Syndrome. It covers how information is presented online, in print and when communicating verbally.  

https://leedsautismaim.wordpress.com/2021/04/09/making-information-accessible-for-neurodivergent-people-a-new-guide/ 

 

Writing in BSL 

http://www.signwriting.org/archive/docs3/sw0235-UK-SIGNMatters-June05-Full.pdf Explains how BSL symbols can be used so that 

deaf people can read documents in their own language.  

 

Interpreting/Translation services 

Leeds City Council can provide interpreters to help people understand things, such as their legal rights, medical advice or their 

financial or other responsibilities https://www.leeds.gov.uk/business/commercial-opportunities/interpreting-and-translation 

All NHS services in Leeds can access telephone interpreting for their service users via different providers.  

 

Useful posters for designing online content for a variety of different disability types and sensory loss 

https://accessibility.blog.gov.uk/2016/09/02/dos-and-donts-on-designing-for-accessibility/ 

 

Designing autism friendly websites 

https://www.autism.org.uk/professionals/others/website-design.aspx 

 

https://leedsautismaim.wordpress.com/2021/04/09/making-information-accessible-for-neurodivergent-people-a-new-guide/
http://www.signwriting.org/archive/docs3/sw0235-UK-SIGNMatters-June05-Full.pdf
https://www.leeds.gov.uk/business/commercial-opportunities/interpreting-and-translation
https://accessibility.blog.gov.uk/2016/09/02/dos-and-donts-on-designing-for-accessibility/
https://www.autism.org.uk/professionals/others/website-design.aspx
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Websites with links to health information in other languages 

https://www.nhs.uk/accessibility/health-information-in-other-languages/ 

http://www.ipswichandeastsuffolkccg.nhs.uk/GPpracticememberarea/Clinicalarea/Informationinotherlanguages.aspx 

 

NHS publication: Different types of accessible information and communication support and who may need them 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Different-types-of-accessible-information-and-communication-support-

and-who-may-need-them.pdf 

 

How to write in plain English 

http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/free-guides.html 

 

Making information and the words we use accessible 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/learning-disabilities/about/get-involved/involving-people/making-information-and-the-words-we-use-

accessible/ 

 

Examples of good practice  

https://www.leedsth.nhs.uk/patients-visitors/patient-and-visitor-information/patient-information-leaflets/easy-read 

https://www.leedsccg.nhs.uk/health/campaigns/your-nhs-is-still-here-for-you-when-you-need-us/alternative-formats-translations/ 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/gp-online-services-easy-read-guides/ 

 

https://www.nhs.uk/accessibility/health-information-in-other-languages/
http://www.ipswichandeastsuffolkccg.nhs.uk/GPpracticememberarea/Clinicalarea/Informationinotherlanguages.aspx
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Different-types-of-accessible-information-and-communication-support-and-who-may-need-them.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Different-types-of-accessible-information-and-communication-support-and-who-may-need-them.pdf
http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/free-guides.html
https://www.england.nhs.uk/learning-disabilities/about/get-involved/involving-people/making-information-and-the-words-we-use-accessible/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/learning-disabilities/about/get-involved/involving-people/making-information-and-the-words-we-use-accessible/
https://www.leedsth.nhs.uk/patients-visitors/patient-and-visitor-information/patient-information-leaflets/easy-read
https://www.leedsccg.nhs.uk/health/campaigns/your-nhs-is-still-here-for-you-when-you-need-us/alternative-formats-translations/
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/gp-online-services-easy-read-guides/

