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The Eye 
The eye is made up of different parts to 
enable us to see.  As light passes into the 
eye through the cornea, the iris opens the 
pupil; this light is then focused by the lens 
on the retina at the back of the eye.  At 
this point, the light is transformed into 
electrical signals by the cells in the retina 
and passed through the optic nerve into 
the brain.   

 

These electrical signals are then pro-
cessed into an image by different parts of 
our brain—all parts of the brain and eye 
need to be present and working for us to 
see normally. 

 

Sight Loss 
Almost two million people in the UK are 
living with sight loss which equates to   
approximately one person in thirty.     
Sight loss affects people of all ages, but 
as we get older we are increasingly likely 
to experience sight loss; 

 1 in 5 people aged 75 or over are liv-
ing with sight loss 

 1 in 2 people aged 90 or over are liv-
ing with sight loss 

 Nearly two thirds of people living with 
sight loss are women 

 People from black and minority eth-
nic communities are at greater risk of 
some of the leading causes of sight 
loss 

 Adults with learning disabilities are 
10 times more likely to be blind or 
partially sighted than the general 

population.   



The following pictures will provide an in-
dication of some of the main eye condi-
tions affecting individuals.  One of the 
main causes of blindness in adults in the 
UK is Age Related Macular Degenera-
tion commonly referred to as AMD. 

Regular View of boys playing 

AMD View 

Other significant causes of sight loss   
are glaucoma, cataracts, diabetic        
retinopathy and brain injury. 

 

 

 

 

 

Glaucoma 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cataracts 

Diabetic Retinopathy 

 

Partial sight and blindness can impair; 

 The sharpness or clarity of our        
vision (visual acuity) 

 Our ability to detect objects to either 
side, above or below the direction in 
which we are looking (visual fields) 
and  

 Our ability to detect contrast and 
see colours 

In the UK, blindness is defined as 3/60 
(being able to see at 3m what someone 
with normal vision can see 60m away) 
and partial sight is 6/60 (being able to 
see at 6m what someone with normal   
vision can see 60m away). 



Colour and Tonal Contrast 
Colour and tonal contrast is a well-
known technique for identifying hazards 
to visually impaired people as 95% of 
people registered as blind or partially 
sighted have some degree of vision.     
In order to make the most of residual       
vision, contrasts in colour, or more       
importantly, tone can be used to help 
identify objects and avoid hazards. 

Colour and tonal contrast can be applied 
to internal areas, as well as other         
specific areas including; 
 Signage – contrast between letters 

and sign background 
 Switches 
 Fixtures and Fittings in toilets 
 Circulation routes / lobby areas – 

changes in colour and tone of floor 
finish help to define circulation 
routes 

 Doors – contrast between the door 
and the adjacent wall and the  

 ironmongery 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example of contrasting colours in a      
circulation area 

 
Most visually impaired individuals do not 
concentrate their view on particular ele-
ments such as the skirting board, the 
floor or the wall but obtain information by 
continually scanning that area.     

 

Example of a bank of toilet doors with no 
contrast to help identify the door  

 
Internally, contrasting colours help visu-
ally impaired individuals in tasks such as 
searching, moving and identifying haz-
ards or handles as in the example 
above.  For most, the area they concen-
trate on is  looking downwards within a 
range of 2m and by continually scanning 
that area.   
 
The example below of a glass table 
would pose difficulties for anyone with 
impaired vision as there is no definable 
contrast between the table and the floor 
below. 
 

Example of a glass table which does not 
stand out against the floor covering 



In terms of assisting navigation around  
a building, the maximum benefit from 
colour contrast will be gained from the 
1.2m area above the floor level—up to  
a handrail or dado rail height.  The  
junction of the floor and walls is particu-
larly important.  This junction can either 
be at the junction of the floor with the 
skirting or the wall and the skirting.  It is 
not necessary to decorate a skirting to 
contrast with both the wall and the floor 
provided that one junction is highlighted 
with adequate contrast.   

Example of period property skirting and  
dado rail 

 
In traditional / period properties with 
deep skirting this should always be kept 
the same colour as the wall.  This is par-
ticularly important if the space is restrict-
ed e.g. a narrow corridor. 
 

Critical Surfaces 
Critical surfaces are large areas that 
when scanned by a visually impaired 
person forms the impression of a shape, 
a space and their proximity to that ob-
ject / area; for example walls and floors.  
Navigating through a building is much 
easier if these large areas are identified 
with contrasting colours.   
 

The junction of these two areas is often 
the least cluttered part of a room and this 
is one feature that visually impaired indi-
viduals are able to scan to obtain infor-
mation and develop a perception of the 
space.  Contrast can be provided either 
at the junction of the wall with the ceiling 
or if part of the design, by contrasting the 
coving with either the wall or the ceiling 
or both.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Example of contrasting coloured archi-
traves, door and wall 

 
Any architraves should be either deco-
rated the same colour as the wall, the 
same colour as the door or if different to 
one or the other or other must be deco-
rated in a colour which highlights even 
further the junction. 

 
Highly contrasting colours in irregular 
busy or geometric patterns are very un-
helpful and should be avoided.  If two 
colours are to be used, e.g. a dado rail 
the upper part of the wall should be suffi-
ciently different from the ceiling colour 
and the lower wall 
should be suffi-
ciently different 
from the colour 
used for the floor.  
 
 



If a pattern is used on a critical surface 
it is the colour that occupies the largest 
proportion of the area that is the most 
important.   Where there are special 
features such as sanitary ware, door 

handles and grab 
rails these items 
need to contrast 
against the back-
ground they are on. 
 
 

Light Reflectance Values 
For individuals with good vision the dif-
ferences in hue (the nature of the col-
our) or chroma (the intensity of the col-
our) provides adequate visual contrast 
to carry out everyday tasks or way find.  
 
However, this is not the case for every-
one.  The important issue in being able 
to identify surfaces is the amount of 
light the surface reflects or it’s Light 
Reflectance Value (LRV). 
 
LRV is defined as “the total quantity of 
visible light reflected by a surface at all 
wavelengths and directions when illu-
minated by a light source” (BSI).  LRV 
can range from 0 which is a perfectly 
absorbing surface (black) and 100 
which is a perfectly reflective surface 
(white) although values usually range 
from 04 and 83. 
 
An LRV difference of 30 points or more 
is a good contrast; however a differ-
ence of 20 may be acceptable if there 
is a luminance level of 200 lux on the 
surface in question.  The LRV of a wall 
should be 30 points difference from 
that of the ceiling and of the floor.   

 Hue is the colour of the family 
 LRV is the lightness or darkness  
 Chroma is the intensity of the col-

our—a high number indicates an 
intense colour 

 

50RR       13        343 
     (Hue )             (LRV)         (Chroma) 
 
The low LRV value (13) indicates that 
the colour is quite dark (a higher LRV 
indicates a lighter colour) and a medi-
um chroma value of 343 indicates a 
moderate strength of colour.  The RR 
indicates the colour ranges from ma-
genta through to red. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RR – magenta through to red 
YR – red through to orange 
YY – orange through yellow to lime 
GY – lime through to green 
GG – green through to turquoise 
BG – turquoise through to blue 
BB – blue through to violet 
RB – violet through to magenta 
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