
   

Ask the Expert – A Collaborative Enterprise 

Optometry Scotland and Visibility Scotland set up a joint initiative to offer virtual access to a 

support group that provided help and support for people living with low vision during the 

2020 pandemic. 

The group incorporated an optometrist and a dispensing optician who provided expert help 

and advice to service users, and was facilitated by a member of staff from Visibility Scotland. 

The meetings were arranged and facilitated by Visibility Scotland virtually and included 

groups of various sizes, from single service users to groups of a maximum of four. 

There was an opportunity for the participants to talk to the experts on all aspects of their 

eye conditions and benefit from useful tips about living with low vision. 

The service users were also able to engage with one another and gain from others’ 

experiences. 

Between April and September 2020, the service engaged with 55 service users through a 

variety of engagement methods - WhatsApp, teleconference or zoom video call.  A majority 

of meetings were held by teleconference as all the patients had access to telephones; 

however some service users preferred Zoom.  In instances where there were areas of 

special interest or questions or queries to be investigated, we followed up with service users 

following the sessions. 

Service promotion 

The new service was proactively promoted by both Optometry Scotland and Visibility 

Scotland via press releases, social media, as well as through the industry.  Visibility Scotland 

also offered access to the service to its existing service users and to new service users 

phoning its information line.  

Eye conditions 

A wide variety of conditions were presented such as vitreoretinal disorders, retinitis 

pigmentosa, congenital genetic macular dystrophy, wet and dry AMD, cataracts, external 

eye disease, glaucoma and alcohol amblyopia. 

 

 



Medical advice/concerns 

During the pandemic there was great concern when routine and elective procedures were 

paused. 

Patients were reassured that they could still contact their community optometrists for 

eyecare help and advice and receive triage or a virtual appointment where necessary. In the 

case of an emergency, patients could be intra-referred to a colleague, or referred to an 

Emergency Eyecare Treatment Centre (EETC) for a face to face appointment when required. 

People found it useful and reassuring to have time to talk to an expert regarding their eye 

conditions as some felt that during their consultations in the hospital they did not have 

enough time to digest and absorb the information that they were provided with.  When 

they returned home after the appointment many patients had questions that they had 

forgotten to ask their consultant and therefore remained unanswered. 

During the pandemic lockdown, many patients were shielding and living in isolation, some 

coping with conditions that were progressive and many of whom had appointments in the 

hospital that were paused, which led to a heightened level of anxiety for some.  

Ask the Expert facilitators explained in great detail unanswered questions patients had after 

having time for reflection. Advice was given on any new symptoms that were being 

experienced, with the caveat that they should contact their optometrist should their vision 

be reduced or if there was any pain. 

To name a few, there were incidences of symptoms of posterior subcapsular opacification, 

cone dystrophy, retinitis pigmentosa, Charles Bonnet Syndrome and some were 

experiencing allergic eye disease or blepharitis.  By far the majority of patients suffered from 

age-related macular degeneration (AMD). 

Tips for in the home 

Ask the Expert gave useful tips on issues that were important to the patients and explained 

how to approach adjusting everyday routines to include bigger, bolder and brighter 

solutions.  How to benefit from different types of lighting levels throughout the home for 

different tasks was also discussed. However, some eye conditions cause people to 

experience uncomfortable glare so it is not always just a case of increasing the brightness of 

all the lights in your home. Suitable aids to ease the difficulties of some kitchen tasks were 

advised and simple alternatives highlighted such as using a thicker, bolder pen to write 

notes to make the print easier to focus on.   

Falls prevention was a huge topic that was discussed. Solutions such as demarking stairs, 

removing any hazards such as unsecured rugs or clutter, and having rails in WCs were 

among the many helpful hints provided. 



The experts also advised on hand held LVA devices that they may have had and not used, or 

the magnifications needing increased to aid the best use of their spectacles and the 

appropriate lighting. 

With the advent of new technology to help people with low vision, we could virtually advise 

the more tech savvy on how get the most out of their phones and tablets. Tips included 

using the torch feature, enabling settings that can increase font size and contrast, using a 

phone or tablet as a digital magnifier and the various apps which are extremely useful and 

available free of charge. 

Tips for outside the home 

Concerns were expressed about getting around outside the house and the participants were 

able to give each other tips about planning their routes and using blind friendly pedestrian 

crossings when crossing the road where possible. 

The use of a cane was discussed to mark out uneven pavements, kerbs, stairs and crossings.  

The benefits of using a white stick were explained as this can alert drivers that a person has 

a visual impairment and therefore allow the driver to be considerate to allow them more 

time to cross the road at their pace. 

Financial benefits 

Attendants enquired about how to be officially registered blind or partially sighted and what 

the benefit of this certificate would be to them and were advised accordingly.   

The discussions led the experts involved to conclude a sensible and more convenient 

solution for a person seeking registration would be if an optometrist could provide this 

certificate which would also mean they or a dispensing optician in the practice could follow 

up with low vision advice. 

Some participants wondered if there were any financial benefits such as a reduction on their 

TV Licence and where to find out this information.  Visibility Scotland kindly provided a 

follow up call to give further information about this and other benefits the person may be 

entitled to, including information about services that provide support to apply for welfare 

benefits where relevant.  

Advice on where they could acquire a white stick, large print newspapers, talking books and 

guide dogs were discussed. 

Follow-up support 

Visibility Scotland staff members proactively followed-up with any service users who require 

additional support following the sessions.  Examples of the type of follow-up support 

provided include posting out resources, signposting, referring to other services (both 

Visibility Scotland services and external services), and support with technology.  There was 



particular interest amongst service users in accessing further “virtual” peer support sessions 

to connect with other people with sight loss, therefore Visibility Scotland is in the process of 

setting up additional virtual groups to help people stay connected during the pandemic.    

 

Patient feedback 

[Names have been changed, in order to protect anonymity of service users] 

 

Feedback wife of service user Gary, following pilot session (Telecom, Dumfries & Galloway): 

“After our audio chat yesterday, I phoned the eye clinic in Dumfries and one of eye nurses 

got back to Gary to explain the cloud vision that he is experiencing in the eye that he has 

some but very little sight left. She looked up his records; he has already had laser treatment 

in the lens put in after having cataracts. His problem however is that it’s a progression of his 

losing his sight.” 

Angus (1:1, Glasgow): 

Angus said it was a good call and helped him understand. He liked the idea of nutrition 

being important for the eyes and wants to try some gardening again.  

Patrick (1:1, Dumfries & Galloway): 

Patrick found the one to one session very helpful and was pleased to have been offered the 
time to ask questions. He liked the fact that when he asked a question he was given 
reassurance and confirmation that what he was already doing was correct. 
 
He felt there was nothing really to improve on, he felt the session was well organised, he 
felt comfortable around everything. Patrick felt able to ask the questions which bothered 
him the most and he felt the answers were given without hesitation and in a positive 
manner. He would recommend the session to anyone who might benefit from it because of 
the helpful information he received.  

 
He added that the whole experience was easy and simple, nothing negative to report and 
said it was well managed from the start of the session, mentioning the outline he was given 
prior to the session starting (e.g. length of time for the session; optometrists names; 
introductions etc.), saying that it made him feel at ease. 

 



 

Sarah (1:1, East Renfrewshire): 

“I found the session helpful.  It was good to speak to someone who knows something about 

eye conditions.  The two optometrists were easy to talk to and very friendly and helpful.  One 

of the optometrists has a family member who has MD so understood what I’m experiencing.  

I would recommend.  It’s always good to speak to someone who knows what you’re 

experiencing.” 

Carol (Telecom, East Dunbartonshire): 

“It was lovely speaking to people who understand.  There was someone else on the call that 

has the same symptoms as me which was helpful.  Everyone got a chance to speak.  The 

format worked well.  I would recommend.” 

Paula (Telecom, Glasgow): 

“Very useful.  I had two questions and got both answered.  I think it was simpler with only 

two people on the call as there were no interruptions but also good to hear from other 

people so three would have been ok too (note: there were supposed to be three service 

users on the call but one had to drop out due to technical difficulties).  I would recommend 

this service to other people.” 

Jessie (Telecom, Glasgow): 

“I found the session very encouraging.  It lets you know that you are not on your own.  The 

information provided by the opticians was very much clearer and easier to understand then 

what I’ve been told before.  In the past I’ve felt like my questions have just been dismissed.  I 

have never been involved in a group telephone call before and didn’t know what to expect 

but I found it relaxed and the chairing was excellent.  I thought I would just sit back and 

listen but I was encouraged to ask questions and found it easy to talk.  I would definitely 

recommend the sessions to others.  Nobody really understands eye problems unless they are 

involved with them or if they have one themselves.” 

Audrey (Telecom, S Lanarkshire): 
“This was very helpful, especially around lighting; writing pens and the use of the light on 
your mobile phone.” 

 
David (Telecom, S Lanarkshire): 
David said he enjoyed the whole experience of taking part and was glad he had been given 
the chance to take part and picked up lots of tips. 
 
Elsie (Telecom, S Lanarkshire): 
“Fantastic idea, l learned quite a lot of valuable things from this session, and would 
encourage others to take part.”  



 
Expert feedback from Optometry Scotland 

 
Nikki McElvanney  

Chair of Communications for Optometry Scotland and North West Glasgow HSCP Optometry 

Lead, said: 

“This has been a fantastic and enjoyable experience. It was great to speak to the service 

users, learn more about how they were affected in their day to day life and most importantly 

to offer some help and advice. 

“I was amazed at the strength and optimism of many who overcame their adversities, many 

of whom were elderly and living on their own with multiple health concerns. 

“This project has been an inspiration and I hope that it is something that can continue and 

grow so that we can reach out to more people living in isolation with visual impairment.” 

Brenda Rennie 

 Scottish Regional Representative for The Association of British Dispensing Opticians (ABDO) 

and Optometry Scotland Communications Team, said: 

“I was very impressed by the Visibility Scotland staff, they are amazing, caring and 

supportive to their patients and it was a joy to be a small part of this journey. The new 

technologies and aids that have been released to help people with vision difficulties can be 

very simple to use but make a huge difference to a low vision patient.  Some of the attendees 

just wanted a chat and enjoyed the group sessions as it made them feel they were not alone 

in their lockdown challenges while it was good to ease others concerns. 

“I thoroughly enjoyed this experience and thought it would be good to make a difference and 

discovered the largest difference was the inspiration the patients provided for me.”  

Fiona Anderson 

President of International Opticians Association and Independent Optometry Scotland 

member, said: 

“It was so good to be able to chat to the service users from Visibility Scotland. Often they 

needed reassurance and confirmation that what they were experiencing was normal for 

their particular condition. 

“Being visually impaired comes with its own set of challenges and I very much enjoyed being 

able to help in a small way.” 

 



 

Emma Robb  

Optometry Scotland Executive, said: 

“I found the whole experience invaluable. It was such a good learning experience for me to 
find out what these people are going through and I believe they found it helpful to talk 
through the worries they had. I think this is an incredible service to be able to provide.” 
 

 

Expert feedback from Visibility Scotland’s facilitators 

Natasha Johnston 

 Patient Support Worker, said: 

“Many of the service users we support were feeling worried at the start of the pandemic as 

their routine appointments at eye clinics were being postponed and they were unsure what 

to do if they had questions or concerns about their eye condition.  It has been fantastic to be 

able to offer people the chance to speak to Nikki and Brenda for practical advice and 

reassurance during this very difficult time.  We have had lots of positive feedback from 

participants about how helpful it was to have expert input and dedicated time to ask 

questions.  Participants have also fed back that having the chance to speak to others with 

sight loss has been invaluable in helping them feel more connected and less alone in living 

with sight loss during the pandemic.”  

Craig MacLagan 
 
 Community Worker for Visibility Scotland, said: 
  
“The Ask the Expert sessions have been one of the highlights of working from home during 
the pandemic.  For people we work with who were shielding, or whose appointments were 
postponed or rescheduled in recent months, the opportunity to discuss the management of 
their eye conditions and get peace of mind and expert advice around any changes to their 
vision, has been of such value to everyone who joined in one of the sessions. 
  
“The input from our service users themselves cannot be underestimated.  While many 
benefited from the practical advice on offer from staff at Visibility Scotland and Optometry 
Scotland, more often than not, just being on a call with others who are going through the 
same and can relate to the challenges presented by sight loss gave such a tremendous boost. 
  
“It has been a pleasure to work closely with colleagues from Optometry Scotland.  Their 
willingness to help out and give up their time has been appreciated.  I learned so much from 
listening to Nikki, Fiona and Brenda from Optometry Scotland talk through the issues people 



were facing.  Since opticians have re-opened, the flow of referrals into the service has slowed 
down.  But should restrictions change, or demand for the service increase, it’s something we 
can very easily resume.” 

 

Lindsay McDowall  

Head of Services, Visibility Scotland, said: 

 “We were really pleased to be able to collaborate with Optometry Scotland to provide 

people with the opportunity to access information from eyecare professionals in an 

accessible way during this difficult time. 

“Our team of staff and volunteers have been working from home since mid-March, calling 

hundreds of people with visual impairments to offer emotional support, advice on 

technology and daily living tips.  We can help with enquiries around practical things, such as 

getting essentials and shopping as well as letting people know about other services that can 

help in their local community.  However, when it comes to clinical questions, queries around 

medication and changes to their vision or disruption to routine appointments, people 

sometimes aren’t sure what to do, or who to contact about their concerns. 

“This service gave people peace of mind and the chance to speak with someone from the 

comfort of their own home.” 

 

Nikki McElvanney Bsc(Hons) MCOptom MOptScot 

Brenda Rennie MABDO MOptScot 
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