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Context for this review and report

The BSL community has been concerned about equal and fair access to COVID related information

British Sign Language (BSL) users have been concerned about gaining access to important 
government provided information since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in the UK. 

It is imperative that everyone in the community understands the significant and rapid changes 
in advice, support and guidance from the government in England and Wales through this 
extraordinary period. This includes civil rights and responsibilities, personal health advice and 
financial management support. 

The BSL community have two major challenges to accessing this information in a timely and 
complete way.

1. The deaf community cannot hear talks provided by the Prime Minister, Health Minister or 
other government officials on broadcast media, news channels or social media. 

2. If BSL is their first language, they may not understand English as well as BSL. This can 
restrict comprehension clarity for written alternatives to sound. This is exacerbated if the 
writing is live captioning which change at speed and is not always in sync with facial 
expressions, mouth movement, graphs or other visual conveyers of meaning.   

If there isn’t a BSL interpreter providing the information in a format that is easy to understand 
at speed and fully, the Deaf community may lose their independent capability to know how to 
act, protect themselves, their families and the community through this period. 

The #WhereIsTheInterpreter Campaign has risen as a result to address these concerns.   
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The #WhereIsTheInterpreter campaign
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You can access the link to the campaign on Facebook at 
https://www.facebook.com/WhereIsTheInterpreter/. 

Here is a video of one the community sharing their perspective on 
the unmet need of the community for signed communication from 
government through this period. This has been shared on the 
community’s Facebook Page.
https://fb.watch/27O2F6LsH9/

The community has raised money through crowdfunding for a legal 
challenge of government communication provided through the 
pandemic. 

On the 19th October, having walked from Gloucester to Westminster, 
London, a number of community leaders delivered 1,197 letters to 10 
Downing St urging the Prime Minister to take action. 

The campaign was launched by Lynn Stewart-Taylor in March 
2020 and has built strong support across the BSL community. 



Fry Law commissioned Open Inclusion to conduct independent research into the Deaf community 
access to and experience of government advice and information relating to COVID-19.

Fry Law commissioned Open Inclusion, supported by Heriot-Watt University to review how BSL users have 
been able to access and understand information relating to COVID-19 from the government in England and 
Wales since March 2020. 

We have undertaken three approaches to identify how accessible and 
understandable COVID related information provided by the UK, English and 
Welsh Governments is to people who are Deaf and for whom BSL is their 
preferred language.

We covered three topics: understanding civil rules and responsibilities, 
maintaining your financial health, and maintaining your physical health.

1. Desk research
• A review of key government websites, apps and social media sites. 
• Given the vast extent of information on such sites we have focused 

our effort on the key government sites and followed journeys a 
number of layers in. This is not exhaustive as there are thousands of 
pages relating to COVID on core government and NHS digital assets.

2. Survey of BSL users (42 participants) across England and Wales covering 
a broad range of different demographics, living situations, regions and 
other personal characteristics to understand their personal experiences

3. Interviews with community leaders across a range of Deaf community  
groups, advocacy organisations and support networks (7 groups)5

Open Inclusion is an inclusive research, insight and 
design agency operating across the UK. 

We have a user community of over 500 people who 
identify as deaf, disabled and/or are over 65. Within 
this broader panel we have a UK wide community of 
people who are BSL users and a community lead who 
is also a Deaf BSL user who has been actively 
engaged throughout this project. 

Our research team have many decades of experience 
conducting a wide variety of research specifically 
inclusive of deaf, disabled and older respondents.   

Heriot-Watt University, Department of Languages 
and Intercultural Studies, School of Social Sciences 
have been supporting this project. They have 
reviewed research design, supporting Deaf 
community participant reach and are interpreting 
results into BSL for the Deaf community to access. 



AIM: 
To review, assess and 
document the accessibility of 
key government coronavirus 
related communication to 
the BSL community in 
England and Wales from 
publicly available materials.

Evidence Review



Scope of the desk research – what was reviewed 

As part of broader research including a community survey and interviewing community organisations, 
Open Inclusion was asked to do a brief desk-based review on the accessibility to the BSL community of 
government provided content (England and Wales) through this period and provide a report.

We have looked at a sample of pages on government websites 
and the Test and Trace app including;

• GOV.UK

• NHS.UK

• Test and Trace App and associated COVID19.NHS.UK site

• Contact-tracing.phe.gov.uk

• GOV.Wales

• 111.wales.nhs.uk

• nhsdirect.wales.nhs.uk
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We reviewed available BBC content 
• News website and iPlayer
• We also contacted the Head of Accessibility at the BBC  to 

understand live BSL service provision

We reviewed government social media where the government has 
been specifically active over this period, specifically
• YouTube: 10 Downing Street, UK Parliament and HMRC accounts
• Twitter: Welsh Government, HMRC

BSL specific sites (non-government) that provide Deaf support  
• Interpreternow.co.uk and Bslhealthaccess.co.uk
• SignHealth and RAD BSL updates

Many of these websites have thousands of pages. We prioritized the time allocated around the key themes 
and core content relating to civil rights and responsibilities, maintaining personal and financial health.  



How we captured insights for the evidence review

We captured access details for the sampled material across the sites and sources. We then noted results 
against different criteria depending on the format of the materials: video, written content or contact options 
for further information.
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Briefings and video 
access alternatives

(BSL interpretation, 
captions or 
transcript)

Written guidance and 
support clarity

(level of readability of 
the written content)

Contact 
options

(alternatives to 
phone contact)

Clear
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1. Not much BSL : The vast majority of important 
information provided by the UK government relating to 
COVID-19 and its impacts on society has no BSL 
interpretation. Most of this information is in written 
format and of varying degrees of complexity on 
government websites.

2. Overwhelming amount of important new information: 
There has been a huge volume, breadth and depth of 
communications from the government, with significant 
variation across the home countries and across regions 
within England creating a highly complex situation for 
everyone, particularly those with any communication 
barriers such as BSL users.

3. National briefings and updates: Government briefings 
and updates began 3rd of March. BSL interpretation has 
been provided live on BBC News since the 16th of March 
and in catch up on iPlayer. This is only for PM or 
ministerial press briefings on coronavirus. It doesn’t 
cover parliamentary sessions (House of Commons / 
Lords). This wasn’t available on official government 
channels until after 21 May and coverage there has still 
been a bit patchy with 6 BSL gaps since. 

Key findings
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4. Parliamentary sessions: Of the 40 parliamentary sessions since 
3 March, 5 have had BSL interpretation and 38 have had 
captioning. 2 had neither (24/3 HoL, 11/6 HoC). 

5. BBC support: The BBC have committed to support 
announcements from the PM, and key ministers with BSL 
interpretation. They don’t provide BSL support for press 
conferences led by the Chief Medical Officer and/or the Chief 
Scientific adviser.

6. Written clarity: Written communication varies significantly in 
complexity. It is mainly provided on the core GOV.UK and 
Wales.Gov. The majority requires a reading level of Year 9 or 
above. A number of content sections required university+ 
reading levels based on the Flesch-Kincaid Calculator. 

7. Support from community groups: Deaf community organisations 
SignHealth and The Royal Association for Deaf People provide 
regular short coronavirus updates to support the BSL community 
due to the lack of BSL content directly provided by government.

8. All Welsh government briefings all have live BSL via an 
interpreter present in the same room. Besides access for the live 
audience, this ensures any reuse of the resulting video content 
(such as embedded in news websites) will have the BSL 
interpreted content available also.  



title style

National government live briefings and publicly 
broadcast sessions relating to COVID-19
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Since the 3rd March 2020 there have been 163 senior government briefings and sessions relating to COVID.
These include press briefings, daily briefings, addresses to the nation and both addresses and sessions in 
UK Parliament. 
Some have been provided by the Prime Minister alone, some with the Secretary of State for Health and/ or 
Chancellor of the Exchequer. Other senior government officials have been involved at different times 
particularly in the daily briefings that ran from 16 March – 23 June 2020 and in Parliament. 

Senior national government briefings regarding COVID-19   
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4 total
- 3 PC
1 HoC

16/3/20 to 23/6/20 (daily briefings)
First lockdown from 16/3 formalized 23/3 and 

progressing  easing on 11/5, 1/6 and 15/6 

24/6/20 – 4/11/20 (irregular briefings)
Between waves. Progressive easing July/August. Local restrictions 

(e.g. Leicester). Fines for not using face coverings from 24/7 
5 - 25/11/20
2nd lockdown

PC = Press Conferences
DB – Daily Briefings
NA = National Addresses
HoC / HoL = Statements /debates at the House of Commons or House of Lords re coronavirus

120 In total 
- 97 DB, 3 NA, 18 HoC, 2 HoL

32 In total - 12 PC, 2 NA, 18 HoC 7 in total -
6 PC, 1 HoC

The timeline



Of the 163 briefings and parliamentary session regarding coronavirus held since the 3rd March (covering press conferences, briefings, national 
addresses and parliament sessions specifically relating to coronavirus) here is breakdown by phase of the progression of the pandemic and 
communication from the government to the nation. 

• 3/3/20 – 15/3/20: The Early Briefings – 5 sessions no BSL
• For the initial 3 briefings at press conferences from 3/3/20 – 15/3/20 no BSL or captioning was provided. There was also an announcement by the 

PM 15/3 from Downing St that was not interpreted.  
• The House of Commons Address on 11th March by Secretary of State for Health, Matt Hancock did have BSL and captions. 

• 16/3/20 – 23/6/20: First Lockdown and Early Easing
• From this date all daily briefings and national addresses (100 of them) were provided live signed on BBC News (Freeview). They are also available 

for catch up on iPlayer (online portal). 
• Government social media channels such as 10 Downing St YouTube started inconsistently adding captioning from 24 April 2020. BSL from the BBC 

feed was included in the online videos from 21 May with some exceptions.  
• Other channels on the BBC and other broadcasters or news outlets did not or could not use the videos with BSL embedded.
• During the same period there were 20 Parliament sessions. 18 House of Commons and 2 House of Lords. Of these two had no captions or BSL 

alternatives. They were completely inaccessible to the Deaf community. 2 had BSL interpreters provided for the live recording of the session and 
on the YouTube repository. The dates of these were the 16/3 and 23/3. The remaining 16 sessions had captions but no BSL alternatives. 

• 24/6/20 – 4/11/20: Between the waves. Further easing, then regional restrictions.
• As briefings became more irregular again the BBC continued to ensure BSL content available live and in catchup for all press briefings. As 

previously all other news outlets are using video without signed content. 
• The official social media channels generally has the BSL coming in from the BBC during this period with some exceptions (28/8, 22/9, 24/9)
• There were 18 sessions about COVID recorded at the House of Commons. Of these 2 had BSL interpreters overlaid live and available after (22/9 

and 2/11) all others had captions but no BSL available. 

• 5/11/20 – 25/11/20: Second lockdown.
• Since the commencement of the current lockdown there have been 8 briefings and press conferences. BSL has been provided for all that are 

available on the BBC, but government social media channels (10 Downing St YouTube) is missing BSL interpreters from two (9/11 and 23/11).
• There has also been one parliamentary session which had captions but no live or later available BSL. 

Access to national government briefings for BSL users
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The Prime Minister has made over 40 sepearate statements on Coronavirus to the House of 
Commons, in an address to the nation and via press briefings, often with others.

Covid-19 Briefings and Press Conferences involving the Prime Minister

3rd March: Briefings Commenced. 
• They were broadcast live via the BBC and social media, Twitter and 

YouTube.
• Most briefings can be accessed (post-live) via gov.uk, and the 10 Downing St 

YouTube site.

16th March: BSL commenced on BBC News and iPlayer.
• Since this date briefings have been shown live on BBC News with a 

superimposed BSL interpreter.

24th April: Captioning commenced on social media channels.
• Captions (auto-captioning) were introduced inconsistently on government 

social media channels (Twitter and YouTube). From the 26th of May captions 
were consistently applied to the daily briefing videos.

21st May: BSL videos from the BBC started to be uploaded on government sites.
• The BBC’s gave permission for its BSL interpretation service to be overlaid 

on government social media channels (Twitter and YouTube).

For details of the accessibility options available to the Deaf community for each 
key session please refer to the accompanying Excel spreadsheet of briefings. 
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No captions, no BSL (pre. 16 March)

Captioned, no BSL (on YouTube pre. 21 May)

Captioned, with BSL (after 21 May)
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Image from The Telegraph, 24 November 2020 
showing a playable video of the briefing 23/11/2020. 
No embedded BSL. Captions are available. 

Note the captions have exceptionally poor colour
contrast and are inaccurate.

In this clip it is written “everbody uh get out of the 
covet [sic] hole, but it will”

Outsourcing the responsibility of providing BSL content 
to the BBC has made it available live on a free-to-air 
news channel for anyone with a licence. This content is 
also available on playback via the iPlayer. 

The signed content is also available back on the 
YouTube channel of Number 10 Downing Street which 
can be reached via the GOV.UK site. However many 
people would not know that this resource exists. 

Signed content from the BBC is not accessible to other news organisations  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/ 
coronavirus-news-lockdown-end-christmas-vaccine-pfizer-covid/ 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/%20coronavirus-news-lockdown-end-christmas-vaccine-pfizer-covid/
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For example, this Channel 4 clip from a recent briefing has no captioning or BSL access included.

Other broadcasters get access to video from government 
without the BBC added BSL interpreter 

All4 Reviewed 26/11/2020
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There is a significant difference in availability of BSL based on the channel: BBC News and       
iPlayer compared to 10 Downing Street YouTube

BBC News 
Live

BBC 
iPlayer

10 Downing 
St YouTube

Captions 
Only

No Captions 
No BSL

Captions & 
BSL

44
37%

14
12%

61
51%

116
97.5%

116
97.5%

3, 2.5% 3, 2.5%

119 119 119

Accessibility of Coronavirus Press 
Briefings By Channel • On the 16th of March the BBC started broadcasting the 

Covid Daily Briefing live on BBC with BSL and captions.
• BSL did not become available on the 10 Downing Street 

YouTube site and other government social media until 
the 21st of May.

• BBC iPlayer does not host the following presentations:
• The PM’s press conferences on the 3rd and 9th of 

March
• The PM’s press interview of the 6th of March and  

the Downing Street announcement on the 15th.
• The 10 Downing Street YouTube site does not have: 

• Coverage of the PMs interview on the 6th of 
March

• Coverage of the 15th of March announcement of 
the commencement of daily briefings.

• The PMs first official daily briefing on the 16th of 
March.

• Transcripts are available for all the PMs statements in 
all of these briefings on gov.uk.



The government has handed responsibility for live BSL interpretation to the BBC
for PM briefings but not all other important announcement   

“We provided a BSL interpreter 
for the series of official 
ministerial and prime ministerial 
briefings on Covid-19.”

“We do not provide BSL for 
parliamentary events or other 
news conferences but all our live 
TV news output is subtitled.”

September statement by a 
spokesperson for BBC News

“We are committed to 
supporting disabled people 
through every stage of this 
pandemic and have 
established BSL interpretation 
at the No 10 press conference 
via the BBC News channel and 
iPlayer, available on all TV 
packages as part of Freeview.”

October statement by a 
spokesperson for the Government

17



Key points:
• Senior Government Ministers have addressed the 

House of Commons and the House of Lords on 
coronavirus 40 times so far in 2020.

• These presentation are not covered by the BBC’s 
16th of March commitment to provide BSL.

• 5% (2) of their presentations had neither captions 
nor BSL available.

• 83% (33) of their presentations had only captions. 
• BSL and captions were available on 13% (5) 

presentations available on Parliament UK’s 
YouTube site.

• We amalgamated 3 videos of committee hearing 
sessions held on the same day (25/3) all of which 
had no BSL but did have captions. 

What we found: UK Government Coronavirus Parliamentary Sessions
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Parliamentary Briefings
(House of Commons and Lords)

33, 83%

2, 5%

5, 13%

40 Briefings 

Captions 
Only

No Captions 
No BSL

Captions & 
BSL



• The BBC now provide high quality BSL interpreters for 
all ministerial and PM coronavirus briefings and 
access to the videos on live Freeview TV and iPlayer.

• They have also let the government use the BBC 
interpreted content on government social media sites.

Summary of findings relating to official briefings, press conferences and other important 
recorded public government sessions relating to coronavirus, such as in parliament. 
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• There have been improvements in access since 3rd
March 2020, with more content now both captioned 
and signed than was the case early in the pandemic.

• By not having an interpreter in the room or provided 
by the government on all copies of press briefings or 
other sessions, other news outlets and organisations 
reusing the video don’t have access to signed content. 
People who see these channels may not know how to 
access the signed content.

• The Deaf community have become more aware over 
time that they need to go to the BBC for signed content. 

• Additionally, community groups are recognizing the 
unmet need, lobbying for change and supporting each 
other such as the SignLive BSL summaries of briefings.

• Despite ongoing pressure and requests by the Deaf 
community the government is still not providing 
interpretations for key sessions, instead relying on the 
BBC to cover key briefings, but not all sessions. 

• There is increasing frustration and feeling of exclusion 
by the Deaf community towards the national 
government that will erode trust into the future. 

• People who are more socially isolated, less tech savvy 
and/or unaware of where to look for signed content in the 
very complex network of government communication 
may not be aware of the availability of content that has 
been signed. Especially if not regular BBC viewers.



What we found: NHS information and access to video content

Site/app Video Topic/s BSL Captions Transcript

Test and 
trace app

Introducing the NHS COVID-19 
app ✓ ✓ ✓

Test and 
trace web 
site

Introducing the NHS COVID-19 
app ✓ ✓ ✓

Interpreter 
now.co.uk

Describes how the Interpreter now 
service works. It supports NHS 119 
and NHS 111

✓ ✘ ✓

NHS 
Facebook

National COVID Alert, Help Save 
Lives ✓ ✓ ✘

NHS 
volunteer 
responders

Describes how the volunteer 
responders scheme works ✓ ✓ ✘

NHS 
Rotherham
Doncaster 
and South 
Humber

National restrictions ✓ ✓ ✘

The NHS provides a rich source of coronavirus health 
information through the nhs.uk site, via the Test and Trace 
app and the associated test and trace website. 

The majority of this information is provided in written form 
and covers topics such as:

• Protecting your health
• Covid-19 testing
• The test and trace app
• Self-isolation and treating symptoms
• People at higher risk
• Social distancing

The NHS site also has links through to content on gov.uk. 
There are a few videos available, these are listed in the 
table on the right. 

There is also content held on regional NHS sites such, such 
as NHS Rotherham Doncaster and South Humber. This site 
provides a range of COVID-19 support across different 
formats including BSL, captions and easy read. The site 
also shows users how to use the BSL Health Access service.
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NHS video content is quite accessible to BSL users 



HMRC actively use Twitter to provide information on Coronavirus and the support program 
that has been implemented

HMRCgovuk YouTube
HMRC does not actively use its YouTube channel to 
host information on Covid-19. The site is more 
focused on the provision of general tax 
information. There are two videos relevant to 
coronavirus, both have captions, neither have BSL.

• The job retention scheme.
• Coronavirus statutory sick pay.

@HMRCgovuk Twitter

HMRC actively use their twitter account and 
it is a rich source of information on Covid-19 
and on a broader range of tax topics, in 
written and video form. 

The only videos that include BSL are those 
from the more recent Daily Press Briefings.

The site includes:
• Videos of the daily press briefings that 

include information on job support and 
the economy.

• The Chancellor statements to the House. 
These have no captions or BSL.

• A range of other information videos 
many with captions, none with BSL, on 
topics such as the job retention scheme.
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What we found: Other support available in signed video format  

SignHealth provide 2-minute summaries of major 
government coronavirus briefings, information from Public 
Health England and The Department of Health and Social 
Care via their YouTube playlist. These summaries are in 
BSL with supporting captions.

SignHealth also provide additional Covid-19 resources 
such as:
• Information on BSL health access at Covid-19 testing 

centers.
• Information on face masks such as requirements, 

exemptions and supporting information on improving 
communication.

• How to contact NHS 111.
• Links to official government information.

The Royal Association for Deaf People (RAD) provides 
daily BSL updates across a broad range of topic areas on 
Covid-19 through their YouTube channel. These summaries 
are in BSL.

Topic areas include:

• Summary of latest news.
• Local and regional alert levels.
• Work and financial matters.
• Mental health and community support.
• Self isolation.
• Prevention and symptoms.

Deaf Health Charities SignHealth and Royal Association for Deaf People provide regular Coronavirus updates to support 
the BSL community due to the lack of interpretation available and demand from the community for clear information.
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title style

Written content providing 
important COVID-19 information 
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There has been a huge volume and breadth of communications from the UK government about coronavirus.

Most key updates are delivered via the daily press briefing, in video form, and then provided in detail in writing. Gov.uk
is used as the central hub for written information.

The majority of coronavirus information provided by the UK government
is in written English only, with no BSL alternatives

Written Information:

• Principal government sources are gov.uk and nhs.uk

• The information provided on COVID-19 is comprehensive, 
largely well organized. It is however very complex.

• The majority of the written content is pitched at Year 9 
reading level or above.

• Navigation is generally well designed, clear and logical. 
Despite this, there are so many layers and so much 
information to organize that is very easy to become 
overwhelmed and disoriented when looking for something 
that is not available in the early layers of the hierarchy. 
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• Due to the rapidly changing nature of the situation and 
complexity of the coronavirus impact and provisions,  
there has been a huge volume, breadth and depth of 
communications from the government.

• This communication has been made more complex due to 
the variance in government approaches across Wales, 
England, Scotland and Northern Ireland and across 
different regions within England with the regional tiered 
approach.

• Overlaid across this is the fear and concern of the impact 
and potential effects of the virus. 

• Comprehension is made even more complex due to the 
number of myths that abound around the potential 
impacts, methods of transmission and potential 
treatments for the virus. 

This combines to create a highly complex environment for BSL users 
for a range of reasons:

• The complexity and breadth of the written communication
• The speed of new information and its importance to individuals 
• BSL provision limited across information categories and sources
• Increased, enforced isolation due to the pandemic 
• Reliance on alternative channels of communication, which are 

not always fully informed
• Limited supply of community support and increased demand

Coronavirus communication: breadth, depth and complexity
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Information updates have been rapid, significant and important for everyone to fully comprehend as they relate to 
protecting individuals’ health, financial wellbeing, civic and social responsibility. 

Clear
English



We have performed a sampled assessment across the key 
government written communications channels in order to 
gain a better understanding of the level and range of 
language clarity. Details of this methodology are outlined 
in Appendix 2.

It is also important to take into account the broader 
context of this communication.

There has been a significant volume of written 
communication provided by both the UK and Welsh 
governments as part of their response to managing the 
Covid-19 crisis. 

This information can have a UK, home-country based or 
regional context, with different rules in place at different 
times across the UK and across different regional areas, 
with the regional tiered approach.

This communication has covered a broad range of subject 
areas including:

• National and regional restrictions
• Health information
• Social guidelines
• Financial support
• Education and childcare
• Travel and Transport

The complexity of this communication varies across the 
different sites and different topic areas.

The key channels for this communication are:

• gov.uk
• gov.wales
• nhs.uk
• nhsdirect.wales

Written language clarity and simplicity
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Written communication across the government sites tested for readability

*Details of the methodology used are in Appendix 2

Key takeaways:
• An assessment of the written language 

clarity and simplicity across the key 
government sites used to communicate 
information on coronavirus shows that the 
content varies significantly in ease of 
readability.

• The majority of the written content requires 
a Year 9 reading level or above.

• The information on education and 
childcare, financial support for business and 
on coronavirus restrictions and what you 
can and cannot do demands a university 
level reading skill.

Site Section Topic Reading 
Ease Level*

gov.uk Coronavirus

gov.uk Guidance/National Restrictions

gov.uk Get-coronavirus-test

gov.uk Coronavirus/worker-support-guidance

gov.uk Financial support for business

gov.uk Education-and-childcare

gov.uk Travel guidance

gov.uk Foreign travel advice

gov.uk Coronavirus-firebreak-FAQ

Test and 
trace app

NHS-test-and-trace-how-it-works

nhs.uk Covid19.nhs.uk

nhs.uk Conditions/coronavirus-covid-19

twitter Twitter.com/hmrcgovuk

University level Between Year 9 
and Year 13

Below Year 827

Clear
English



The SignHealth Pulse Survey August – Sept 2020. 
This highlighted the difficulty Deaf people have accessing critical coronavirus information

No 
(29%)

Yes
(22%)

Sometimes 
(49%)

Accessibility of Coronavirus Information 
Shared by the Government

(93 respondents)
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This survey assessed the level of inaccessible 
information relating to coronavirus.

More than 3 in 4 in the Deaf community are finding 
government information is sometimes or always 
inaccessible to them.  

78% of deaf people found coronavirus information shared by 
the government to be either partly or completely inaccessible.

79% of deaf people were struggling with social isolation which 
would exacerbate any limitations to independently access key 
information as they may not have friends or family around who 
could help them. 1 in 3 are also struggling with mental health 
issues. This may make reaching out for support more difficult.

62% were finding face masks inhibiting their communication

25% noted concern around a lack of access to interpreters Source:  Coronavirus Impact Survey Results
Published Oct 2020 

Overall 
outcome



Contact options: For most gov.uk and gov.wales information these are online resources 
with no options provided to contact a person to get further help or support.  

However for a few specific parts of government alternative contact options are provided. 
These are for the NHS and in the area of work and social services support at the DWP.

Within the gov.uk site there is a  significant amount of 
information on work and financial support during 
coronavirus. Some of the detailed sections, such as job 
center plus, universal credit helpline and pensions credit 
claim line provide alternative contact options for users. 

• Relay UK supports users with 
a text-based relay service

• Signvideo support users with 
a BSL video relay service

The NHS 111 services provides alternative contact options 
for users. We are aware of delays for up to 15 minutes 
before someone was connected to a remote interpreter. 
The Relay UK Service is as one user put it “Slow and 
cumbersome. This is not a verbatim service so often words 
are dropped or missed out which is vital if you are 
discussing medical issues” 

• InterpreterNow supports users 
with a BSL video relay service 
and Relay Now (Formerly 
TextRelay) provides an app 
based text alternative service
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Contact options: Contacting the NHS for a test using the 119 number

The 119 coronavirus testing helpline number was introduced by the NHS on 28 March 2020. It was created to take 
pressure off the 111 medical non-emergency number and allow people with COVID like symptoms to request a test. 
It is alternate option to the www.nhs.uk/coronavirus website where tests can also be booked online. 

The 119 call is a free call whether made from mobiles or landlines.
It covers England, Wales and Northern Ireland. In Scotland there is an alternate 
number 0300 303 2713. It is open 7am – 11pm each day 
It doesn’t work just adding 1800 001 before it (the standard Relay UK prefix)

30

Who would know there is an alternative number?
Although there is an alternative number for Deaf and people with hearing or 
speech difficulties, it is very unlikely anyone would be aware of it as it doesn’t 
appear anywhere. The main GOV.UK site on how to get a test doesn’t mention 
the alternate number. Posters at test centres don’t always either (example left) 

Source: http://bournbrookvarsitymedical.co.uk/2020/06/03/119-coronavirus-swab-testing-
call-centre/

Source: A poster from a test centre
https://www.duncanstreetprimarycar
ecentre.co.uk/latest-news 

http://www.nhs.uk/coronavirus
https://www.gov.uk/get-coronavirus-test?priority-taxon=774cee22-d896-44c1-a611-e3109cce8eae


title style

Welsh government briefings 
and written communications
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All Welsh government coronavirus daily briefings have live BSL translation via a translator present in the 
same room. The daily briefings are broadcast live on Twitter, YouTube, Facebook, BBC News  and on ITV 
Wales. 

Other Statements by the First Minister, The Minister for Health, the Minister for Finance and the Minister 
for Education made separately to the daily briefing are not consistently supported with BSL, however all 
have captions.

What we found: Welsh government statements by the first minister and daily briefings
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The gov.wales site provides video content in the announcements section of the site. There are 626 announcements on COVID-19, 
these range from press releases to cabinet statements, news stories and speeches. The majority of these are written statements. 
However there are videos of some oral parliamentary statements.

The 111.wales.nhs site has limited information on COVID-19. They provide three videos for BSL speakers (detail below). 

The Welsh government actively uses social media providing a wide range of coronavirus content in video (as well as images, text and 
other formats)  through Twitter, Facebook and YouTube. The core websites have very limited video content. 

What we found: Welsh government video content on gov.wales and wales.nhs

Site Topic Date Transcript Captions BSL 
Translation

Where this is accessed

gov.wales First Ministers Statement on  Health Protection 
Measures Post-Firebreak 3/11/20 ✓ ✘ ✘ Parliamentary session 

(Senedd TV)  

gov.wales Statement by the Minister of Finance& Trefnydd on 
fiscal impacts of Covid 6/10/20 ✓ ✘ ✘ Parliamentary session 

(Senedd TV)  

gov.wales Statement by the Counsel General & Minister for 
European Transition on Covid-19 reconstruction

6/10/20 ✓ ✘ ✘ Parliamentary session 
(Senedd TV)  

111.wales.nhs Welsh Ambulance Service Information on Covid-19 17/3/20 ✘ ✘ ✓
On the Welsh NHS site no 

captions, on YouTube 
captioned

111.wales.nhs What is PPE? 23/4/20 ✘ ✓ ✓ On the Welsh NSH 
website

111.wales.nhs Covid-19 Tracker app 23/4/20 ✘ ✓ ✓ On the Welsh NSH 
website
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*Details of the methodology used are in appendix 2

Assessment of written content – Welsh Government:
• An assessment of the written language clarity 

and simplicity across the key Welsh government 
sites used to communicate information on 
coronavirus shows that the content varies 
significantly in ease of readability.

• The majority of the written content requires a 
Year 9 reading level or above.

• The information on business support, work and 
financial support and education and childcare 
requires a University level reading ability to 
understand. 

Site Section Topic Reading 
Ease Level*

gov.wales Coronavirus

gov.wales Coronavirus Testing

gov.wales Business Support

gov.wales Education and Childcare

gov.wales Travelling and Public Transport

gov.wales Work and financial support

gov.wales Shopping and food

nhs.wales Coronavirus: Symptoms and what to do

University level Between Year 9 
and Year 13

Between Year 6 
and Year 8

What we found: Welsh government written communications
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Survey

AIM: 
To better understand 
experiences and preferences 
of Deaf people relating to 
official government 
communications about 
COVID-19 through an online 
English and BSL survey of 42 
BSL users across the UK.



Outline of the survey

This section summarises the findings of an online 
survey questionnaire for the “Where’s the Interpreter?” 
campaign.

42 Deaf respondents from the UK (22 women, 18 men* 
with a range of ages and access needs) were asked 
about their experiences and preferences relating to 
official government communication about COVID-19 
since March 2020.

Surveys were in English and included embedded BSL 
videos introducing the survey and explaining key 
questions. Respondents were given the choice to 
respond in BSL and/or written English. 

* 2 respondents preferred not to disclose their gender



Survey Goals

The aim of this qualitative research was to better understand experiences and preferences of 
BSL users relating to official government communications about COVID-19 – including:

• How well have the communication needs of the Deaf 
community in England and Wales been met by the national 
government in relation to COVID-19 since March 2020.

• How BSL users have adapted to gaps in the government 
communication approach – especially when there have been 
significant changes such as announcement of new lockdown 
rules, furlough scheme changes or briefings on the health 
guidelines.

• How BSL users want their communication needs addressed so 
they can be aware of changing rules, health recommendations, 
financial and other support.

• Stories and experiences about communication regarding 
COVID.



1. Key findings



Key findings - overall

• Multiple routes to the information: Respondents have 
received information about COVID-19 in different, and 
usually multiple ways. The most popular are social 
media, captioned or BSL interpreted live briefings and 
summaries in BSL provided by community organisations. 

• Government COVID information is hard to access: Only 
14% of survey respondents were happy with the current 
level of government communication regarding COVID. 

• Difficult to understand: More than half the respondents 
(52%, 22/42) found official government information 
about COVID-19 difficult or impossible to understand.

• Concerns about personal health and wellbeing: Almost 
2/3 of respondents (64%) were worried about their 
personal health, safety and well-being as a result of a 
lack of government information that was accessible and 
understandable to them.

• BSL preferred: BSL remains the preferred way to receive 
information by a fair margin (over 50% of respondents 
prefer it to other methods such as English captions or 
written articles). 

• BSL briefings: 90% of respondents want all government 
briefings to have a live BSL interpreter (organised by the 
government) embedded on all channels when aired on TV.

• BSL health support: 69% would like a BSL help line to talk 
about health issues related to COVID.

• Tier system information was the most difficult to 
understand. 4 times more difficult than the next highest 
option (which was COVID statistics / R number).

• Next best option: The most popular way of clarifying 
government information (among 58% of respondents) 
when it was not accessed or well understood was to seek 
out a BSL explanation/ translation on social media or a 
non-government website.



Key findings – difficulty relating to specific information types

• No information was particularly easy to find. The 
easiest was health information which still had 54% (21 
or 39 respondents) who found it “impossible, very 
difficult” or “difficult” to get this information

• Not everyone looked for all information so there are 
different numbers of active respondents. The 
remainder responded “Not Applicable”.

• Ranked from easiest to hardest, with the 
percentage and respondent numbers denoting the 
number who selected “impossible, very difficult” or 
“difficult” to find relative to “neutral”, “easy” or “very 
easy”:

1. Health (54%, 21/39)
2. Rules and responsibilities (77%, 30/39)
3. Employment (80%, 24/30)
4. Education (82%, 19/23)
5. Financial information (86%, 24/28)

We asked respondents to rank 5 types of official government COVID information according to how easy it 
was for them to find a BSL version. 



2. Detailed findings



Since March, BSL users have received information about COVID-19 in various ways
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Since March 2020, how have you received information about COVID-19? 
Choose all that apply.• Most respondents relied on more 

than one way of receiving 
information about COVID-19.

• The most popular methods were:
• Via social media including 

Facebook and WhatsApp (67%).
• BSL interpreted briefings (64%) 

and captioned briefings (64%) .
• BSL translations or summaries 

on deaf organisation websites 
(64%) such as SignHealth and 
RAD.

• Friends and family (57%) and 
written materials (government 
or newspapers) were also 
important sources

These percentages add to much more than 100% as 
most participants receive the information in 3+ formats 



BSL is by far the preferred way to receive information about COVID-19

• BSL is the preferred way to 
receive information for over 50% 
of respondents who answered 
this question (20 of 38). 

• This is 58% when you include BSL 
Zone and Sign Health (both BSL 
sites) bringing this to 22/38. 

• 26% (10) cited News networks 
(mostly BBC but also News at Ten 
in Scotland) as their favourite 
way of receiving information -
often in conjunction with BSL.
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Did you have a favourite way of receiving information?



Over half of respondents had difficulty understanding government information about
COVID-19

• 52% (22 of 42) of respondents 
found official government 
information about COVID-19 
“difficult,” “very difficult” or 
“impossible” to understand. 

• 26% (11) of respondents found it 
neither easy nor difficult to 
understand.

• 22% (9) of respondents do it easy 
or very easy to understand.

• while 22% (9) of respondents found 
it easy or very easy to understand.

4/10%

9/21% 9/21%

11/26%

4/10%

5/12%

Impossible to
understand

Very difficult Difficult Neither easy or
difficult

Easy Very easy to
understand

Since March 2020, how easy to understand has official government 
information about COVID-19 been for you in general?



Many respondents relied on non-government sources to seek information in BSL

• Respondents relied on non-government 
sources to seek explanations in BSL. 
These were not always easy to find, and 
knowledge gaps remained.

• The most popular way to cope with 
hard to understand information was to 
seek out a BSL explanation/translation 
on social media or a non-government 
website (for example, Kam Coda Deo 
on Facebook). 58% (23 of 40 
respondents) did this.

• 25% of respondents replied that at times 
they gave up as it was too hard.

58%

30%
28%

25%
23% 23% 23%

20%
18%

Found BSL
explanation

on social
media/ non-
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Asked a BSL
interpreter to

interpret it
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BSL hearing

friend/ family
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explain

Gave up Asked
hearing BSL

user (not
interpreter)

Found
Captions,
transcript,

written article
on gov site

Other Found
Captions,
transcript,

written article
on non-gov

site

Found
Captions,
transcript,

written article
on social

media

If you found any official government information about COVID-19 
difficult to understand, what did you do? Please choose all that apply.

https://www.facebook.com/DEAFvibe/posts/check-out-the-facebook-page-by-kam-coda-deo-he-is-sharing-excellent-video-clips-/2971996246179637/


Health Information: Of those that responded 54% (21 participants) found that it was     
either very difficult/impossible or difficult to find information.

• When asked about health information of 
those that responded 21 (54%) stated that it 
was either very difficult/impossible or 
difficult to find information.

• Whereas 13 (33%) respondents found it easy 
or very easy to find the health information 
they were looking for.

• 3 (7%) participants answered that this 
question was not applicable.

12/31%

9/23%

5/13%

7/18%
6/15%

Very difficult or
impossible

Difficult Neutral Easy Very easy

Since March 2020, how easy to find has official government 
information about COVID-19 been for you in BSL?

Health Information to keep me and my family safe



Rules and responsibilities: Of those that responded 77% (30 participants) found that it     
was either very difficult/impossible or difficult to find information.

• When asked about finding information on 
rules and responsibilities concerning 
lockdown and social interaction of those that 
responded 30 (77%) stated that it was either 
very difficult/impossible or difficult to find 
information in BSL.

• 6 (16%) respondents found it easy or very 
easy to find the information they were 
looking for.

• 3 (7%) participants answered that this 
question was not applicable.

12/31%

18/46%

3/8%

1/3%

5/13%

Very difficult or
impossible

Difficult Neutral Easy Very easy

Since March 2020, how easy to find has official government 
information about COVID-19 been for you in BSL?

Rules and Responsibilities concerning lockdown & social 
interaction



Employment rights and responsibilities: Of those that responded 80% (24 participants) 
found that it was either very difficult/impossible or difficult to find information.

• When asked about finding information on 
employment rights and responsibilities of 
those that responded 24 (80%) stated that it 
was either very difficult/impossible or 
difficult to find information.

• 3 (10%) respondents found it easy or very 
easy to find the information they were 
looking for.

• 12 (29%) participants answered that this 
question was not applicable.

12/40% 12/40%

3/10%
2/7%

1/3%

Very difficult or
impossible

Difficult Neutral Easy Very easy

Since March 2020, how easy to find has official government 
information about COVID-19 been for you in BSL?

Employment rights and responsibilities



Education: Of those that responded 82% (19 participants) found that it was either very 
difficult/impossible  or difficult to find information.

• When asked about finding information on the 
COVID impacts on education such as 
changes to schooling, of those that 
responded 19 (82%) stated that it was either 
very difficult/ impossible or difficult to find 
information.

• 1 (2%) respondent found it easy or very easy 
to find the information they were looking for.

• 19 (45%) participants answered that this 
question was not applicable.

10/43%

9/39%

3/13%

1/4%

0/0%

Very difficult or
impossible

Difficult Neutral Easy Very easy

Since March 2020, how easy to find has official government 
information about COVID-19 been for you in BSL?

Education such as changes to schooling



Financial information: Of those that responded 86% (24 participants) found that it was 
either very difficult/impossible or difficult to find information.

• When asked about finding information on the 
financial support available to them of those 
that responded 24 (86%) stated that it was 
either very difficult/impossible or difficult to 
find information.

• 2 (7%) respondents found it easy or very easy 
to find the information they were looking for.

• 14 (33%) participants answered that this 
question was not applicable.

14/50%

10/36%

2/7% 2/7%

0/0%

Very difficult or
impossible

Difficult Neutral Easy Very easy

Since March 2020, how easy to find has official government 
information about COVID-19 been for you in BSL?

Financial Support available to me



The most confusing information provided by the government related to the Tier system  
and the associated rules

• By far the most confusing information for 
respondents was the Tier system and its 
associated rules. Including:
• how many people were allowed in a 

bubble
• rules for going out, mask usage etc.
• 44% (17 of 39 respondents) found this 

confusing.

• 4 respondents out of 39 said no specific 
information was confusing to them as BSL 
users. 2 people said "everything."

• Some respondents wondered specifically 
about advice for Deaf BAME individuals.

“Everything really, none of 
it was clear to me.”

44%

10% 10%

5%
3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3%

Tier s
yste

m/ r
ules

Covid st
ats/

 R number

"N
one"/ 

na

"Everything"

Employm
ent

Covid te
sti

ng

Health
 re

str
ict

ions f
or v

ulnera
ble people

Tax r
eturn

 in
fo

Makin
g appointm

ent w
ith

 G
P

Rules f
or B

SL in
terp

re
ters

What government information during this pandemic was 
especially confusing to you as a BSL user?

“About tiering system … I’m 
confused about how Black 
and Asian Deaf people are 
affected”. “How to complete tax 

returns after receiving 
SESS. Household mixing 
with children under five...”



Coping strategies worked for some, but not for all

• When Deaf people were confused, coping 
strategies included going on social media 
(Facebook, WhatsApp); however, not all 
information on social media was correct.

• Some turned to national news websites or 
newspapers, or clarified in BSL with deaf 
groups or friends/family when they could. 

• Not everyone found a way to reduce 
confusion. This left some deaf people feeling 
anxious and vulnerable.

“What did I do? I did nothing as I have no access to the 
information or ability to follow a more extended discussion 
about the briefings. 

It left me feeling vulnerable and it has impacted on my mental 
health.”

“I know some people [are] breaking 
rules because they don't 
understand the rules in English.”

“I notice some deaf 
people are confused over 
the terms being used [for 
COVID tests] - positive 
and negative. They think it 
is the other way around.”

“I know some friends do not 
understand NHS111 how to get 
BSL Health support.”



Deaf people expect the government to provide BSL interpreting and a help line

• Only 14% (6) of respondents were happy 
with the current level of government 
communication regarding COVID.

• 90% (38) of respondents want all 
government briefings to have a BSL 
interpreter (organised by the government) 
embedded live on all channels when aired 
on TV.

• 71% (30) of respondents want the 
government to also organise a BSL 
interpreter embedded in catch up TV or 
online versions saved on government 
websites.

• 69% (29) of respondents would like a BSL 
help line to talk about health issues related 
to COVID.

“[I am] so desperate to have 
a BSL interpreter on live TV on 
the main channel and feel 
equal to everyone else.”

“I would like for deafblind 
people to have access as 
well, however how this can 
be done regularly I would 
have no idea.”

“Very important [to have] 
same time information with 
hearing people and deaf 
people. SAME TIME.”

If [COVID information comes] 
in written/printed materials, 
it can be very confusing and 
misleading

“Captions sometimes went too 
fast or had errors.”



Deaf people expect the government to provide BSL interpreting and a help line

90%

71% 69%

52%
48%

43%
38%

14% 12%
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I am happy with the
current level of

government
communication

regarding COVID

I would like to be
kept up to date on

Covid-19 in another
way. Please

describe here.

How would you like the government to keep you up-to-date on COVID-19 in the future? 
Please choose all that apply. I would like...

“[I’d like a] Deaf Signer relaying 
on social media, profile set up 
specifically for informing us on 
govt announcements in BSL ...”



Positive experiences

“BSL interpreted briefings [have an] excellent 
choice of BSL interpreters e.g. Eddie Moriarty, 
Matthew Banks and Naomi Bearne.

Understood and absorbed easily in my first 
language BSL”.

“Sign Health [summaries are] very clear.”

“Kam Coda Deo interpreter on Facebook 
does very informative videos.”

“Royal Association for Deaf does 
excellent briefings.” 

“There has been picture/ easy 
read graphics to explain the 
rules, which helps,”



Negative experiences (gaps, frustrations etc)

“During my illness, I was not 
able to watch the live PM's 
announcement on BBC News 
Special on television. Instead of 
this I lay on my bed arming with 
my iPad watching it. It turned 
out that there was no live BSL 
interpretation. As well as I 
couldn't access on BBC 24 
News at the same time!”

“Whilst I did not find it difficult to 
access written information; my 
family who are also deaf did have 
issues and I had to interpret for 
them on occasions – and that was 
difficult for me to see that they 
were not getting the same level of 
access. I also work with deafblind 
clients and they have had even a 
smaller scope of access and I had 
to interpret for them as well.”

“I find the information are not 
exactly correct from social 
media or others.”

“Some of my deaf friends sent me 
confusing videos that they were sent 
which made me even more confused.” “It took some time for me to 

seek support from both BSL 
interpreter and BSL 
explanation/ translation as 
we are likely to get it two 
days after the 
announcements made. 

Personally, governments 
have failed to meet the 
needs for Deaf Community 
under the Equal Act 2010 by 
making reasonable 
adjustment.”



Negative experiences (continued)

“I am 'pissed off' with the 
Government's old-fashioned 
handling of its broadcasts, 
refusing a more modern media 
environment like Scotland & 
Wales have done, including BSL 
interpreting. 

Also very angry at the total 
dependence on spoken 
language, no on-screen 
captions for pre-recorded 
briefings etc.. and lack of the 
usefulness of hand gestures 
concerning mask usage.”

“If there was an 
emergency 
announcement, how 
would we know?”

“The mask wearing 
has been very 
stressful and it has 
significantly 
impacted my day to 
day life”. 

“My lawyer informed me to get in contact with 
my neighbour if I need [information] as I made 
them aware I’m Usher/ a deaf blind person.”

“Just totally disappointed with this 
government. I hate that Boris Johnston 
does not ensure his social media is 
accessible, not even subtitles. It feels like 
they don't care about deaf people. When 
they are asked why they cannot provide 
access they come up with ridiculous 
excuses like social distancing!”



Negative experiences (continued)

“Having a COVID Test 
for the first time, there 
was captions 
explaining this without 
BSL being available, it 
caused me a bit 
anxious whether I did 
followed the right 
procedure.”

“Confused on how to make 
appointment with GP since I 
cannot visit reception to make 
an appointment. 

Asked my partner to do it for 
me, also to explain everything 
on COVID 19.”

“Confusing that it was IMPOSSIBLE to have an 
interpreter in the same room [as the PM during 
briefings] or even an adjacent room to provide live 
interpretation.” 

“[I was confused by] only having 
BSL interpreter for the briefings 
but not the Q & A afterwards.”

“Lockdown rules to do with 
business places opening and 
closing haphazardly all over the 
place information online/ in 
websites not consistent with actual 
opening times so I couldn't do 
anything I wanted/ planned to do.” 



The majority of respondents felt worried about their personal health and well-being as 
official government information about COVID-19 was difficult to access/understand

• 64% (27 of 42 respondents) either "strongly 
agreed" or “agreed” with the statement 
about health and wellbeing. 

• In contrast to this, 26%, (11) respondents 
disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 
statement, indicating they weren't worried 
about the lack of official government 
information in BSL.

18/43%

9/21%

4/10%

8/19%

3/7%

Strongly agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly disagree

To what extent do you agree with the following statement?

"Since the beginning of the pandemic in March 2020, I have felt worried about 
my personal health, safety and well-being because of the lack of official 

government information about COVID-19 in a format that’s accessible to me.



Since March 2020, over 70% of  respondents had trouble finding information about 
financial support 

• 74% (28 of 38 respondents) either strongly 
agreed or agreed with the statement “Since 
the beginning of the pandemic in March 
2020, I have found it difficult to find clear 
information about financial support that may 
be relevant to me from the government.”

• 22% of those that responded (8) disagreed or 
strongly disagreed with the statement.

• 4 respondents chose "not applicable."

24/63%

4/11%
2/5%

4/11% 4/11%

Strongly agree Agree Undecided Disagree Strongly disagree

To what extent do you agree with the following statement?

"Since the beginning of the pandemic in March 2020, I have found it 
difficult to find clear information about financial support that may 

be relevant to me from the government."

“I lost all paid work due to the lockdown, no 
clear information or support for people who are 
over 60 but not want to retire yet. Also the 
rollercoaster experience without a routine 
deserves better promotion to help avoid me 
feeling I'm alone in this.”



Since March 2020, over 31% of respondents report a change in employment status

• 31% (11) of respondents report a change in 
employment status.
• 14% (5) of respondents face a reduction 

in working hours.
• 6% (2) were furloughed.
• 8% (3) are job searching.
• 3% (1) has a new job.

• 56% (20) of respondents report no change in 
employment status.

• 14% (5) respondents chose “prefer not to say”.

20/56%

5/14%

2/6%
1/3%

3/8%

5/14%

No change in
employment

status

My working
hours were
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I was
furloughed

I got a new job I am job
searching

Prefer not to
say

Has your employment status changed since March 2020?



3. Demographics



Demographics of the survey participants

Gender and Ethnicity

22 18
Female Male

2 did not 
disclose

BSL (native user)

118 - 24
425 - 34

835 - 44

1245 - 54

955 - 64
465 - 74

375 - 84

Age

21

English2

BSL (learned later in life)9

No preference. Equally 
comfortable in BSL and 
English

10

Preferred language

Report feeling confident 
understanding English28

Report low confidence 
understanding English5

Living situation

Lives with a carer1
Has a carer home visit1

Are carers
(for elderly or disabled 
family members, deaf 
tenants, care home 
residents)

5Live with others 
(mostly spouse/ 
partner)

35

Live alone6

27 of the 35 who live with 
others live with one or more 
people who are deaf 
(mostly spouse/ partner)

27

Work situation

9
8

7
6

5
3

2
1
1

Employed part time or casual
Employed full time

Retired
Self-employed

Other (mix, benefits, medical)
Student

Prefer not to say
Unemployed

Full time parent

0 2 4 6 8 10

31% (11) of respondents 
noted a change in 
employment status 
since March 2020

30%  
BAME

Moderate level of language 
confidence9

1 did not disclose Number of respondents



Other access needs of survey participants (in addition to hearing)

1
Dexterity

A small number of survey respondents also selected long term health 
conditions e.g., Multiple Sclerosis or Type-2 diabetes  

7 5 5
NeurodiversityMobility Mental health

6
Fatigue/ 

chronic pain

2
Vision
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Deaf Community 
Organisation 
Interviews

AIM: 
To better understand the 
experiences and preferences 
of Deaf people relating to 
official government 
communications about 
COVID-19 through the 
experiences of community 
organisations.



Introduction

This report summarises the findings of seven interviews that 
were carried out with a range of deaf charities and support 
organisations for the “Where’s the Interpreter?” campaign.

The interviews were conducted remotely via Zoom. 
Participants were asked about the issues they are aware of 
in the deaf community from the perspective of their role and 
the role their organisation has played in supporting the BSL 
community through the pandemic.

Surveys were conducted in English and/or BSL depending on 
the wishes and needs of the participants.

The British Deaf Association (BDA), DeafCOG and Jewish 
Deaf Association (JDA) were all invited to participate in the 
research but were unavailable for interviews.



The aim of the interviews was to better understand the role deaf community organisations are playing supporting 
the BSL community and to gather their perceptions of how this community is managing during the pandemic.

Interview Goals

• To better understand how community and advocacy 
agencies are providing advice and information 
about official government Covid-19 updates, to the 
BSL communities they support.

• Understand how else BSL users have been staying 
up-to-date with the Government announcements, 
briefings and advice relating to the Covid-19 rules, 
civil responsibility, health and financial information. 
What are these organisations hearing and  
recommending.

• Gather specific information on the Covid-19 testing 
process and how easy, or difficult, it is for BSL users 
to access it.

• Gather suggestions on how these organisations 
would like the government to keep the BSL 
community up-to-date on COVID-19 in the future? 

• Collect any other information or experiences that 
interviewees would like to share regarding the way 
information about COVID-19 has been 
communicated to BSL community overall.

• Determine if there are any identifiable trends or 
patterns in the gaps in knowledge or understanding 
of BSL users, about Covid-19 or related Government 
measures.

Goals



1. Key findings



Key findings - overall

• Government Covid information is hard to access due to limited BSL usage and 
difficult for the deaf community to understand due to its complexity of language.

• The limited amount of information in BSL, the reliance on second-hand sources 
of information and the difficulty in comprehension has had significant health and 
wellbeing impacts on the deaf community (even more pronounced in the BAME 
Women's community).

• Community organisations have stepped up to compensate for a lack of 
accessible communication and support from the government.

• More BSL information is required. Suggested improvements for the government 
to better support the community focus on the provision of live BSL translation 
and for BSL support to improve the accessibility of the detailed information 
provided on government websites. 

• Access to health services has quite specifically been made much more difficult 
for the deaf community during the pandemic. 



2. Detailed findings



Key Takeaways:

• The community has faced the challenge of missing 
out on TV, a key communication channel, due to the 
lack of a BSL interpreter on all channels.

• The complexity of the information presented has 
also led to comprehension challenges. 

• Follow up to find out further information (e.g. on 
gov.uk) has also been extremely difficult due to the 
high level of reading comprehension required and 
the lack of BSL alternatives.

Complexity: Government Covid information is hard to access and difficult to understand

Community organisations report that deaf people 
have gaps in their understanding at every step of the 
way, including an understanding of what the virus 
means to them and the community, and its impacts.

Community organisations are trying to address these 
knowledge gaps through their community support.

Key areas of regular confusion include:

• Information on the tier system.

• Poor understanding of what a bubble meant and 
who they were allowed to meet with. The impact of 
this is that many members of the deaf community 
remained isolated. 

• Understanding the different types of financial 
support available, furlough, small business loans etc.

• What the vaccine is, how its works and what 
happens next.



Complexity: Government Covid information is hard to access and difficult to understand

"During the first lock down the local deaf 
community were struggling to understand the 
information provided, even when they could see 
it on the BBC, because the information is quite 
technical (complicated). GDA were working to 
simplify the messages to ensure they the 
community knew what they could and couldn’t 
do.” (GDA)

"Since lockdown in March the government’s 
responsibility is to make sure they provide 
equal access, they have failed, They have not 
met the needs of the deaf community. There 
are still people with the wrong information." 
"(SignHealth)

"The information that we have 
found has been confusing, 
repeated and sometimes not 
detailed enough. A lot of people 
have been asking their friends and 
using social media, not sourcing the 
information directly from the 
government.” (DEWA)

“Deaf people have had to work to find the 
information, versus the hearing community." 
"(RAD)

“It has been a real challenge for deaf users to find out 
more after the briefing as there is little information 
provided in BSL. So if they need more information or 
need clarity this can be difficult.” (GDA)



Key Takeaways:

• The deaf community feel they are poorly informed 
and receiving information later than the hearing 
community due to reliance on second hand 
sources, from friends, groups or even their children. 

• The community are feeling marginalised.

• There have been significant impacts of isolation 
due to the pandemic including poor mental heath 
and well being across the community.

• The impact has been greater on some groups, such 
as the BAME community.

• Some are not clear about the rules and regulations 
especially when it comes to their terms of 
employment.

Limited information available in BSL, and the reliance on second-hand sources

Community organisations report that deaf people are 
feeling marginalised and left behind the hearing community 
in receiving timely, understandable  information.



Limited information available in BSL, and the reliance on second-hand sources

The government guidelines about shielding were sent 
out a letter to the community, but the level of English 
was complicated and it was hard to understand. The 
impact of this was that many shielded for a long time 
when they didn’t need to. This had a bad effect on 
their mental health.” (Remark)

”Home schooling is difficult 
with language barriers. And 
poorer families don’t know 
how to keep themselves safe 
online. Most get their Covid
information from their 
children who pick it up from 
friends and social media.” 
(DEWA)

“There is information out there. But it is not 
designed for all cultures and there are a lot 
of gaps especially for the BAME Deaf 
community. This increases mental health 
problems, and increases levels of 
vulnerability for those who suffer in silence 
from domestic violence and financial 
implications.” (DEWA)

"The message is that the 
government doesn’t really 
care and that is an added 
stress to community 
members.

Stressed, frustrated and 
angry because there is 
limited or no access to 
information” (RAD)

”[The deaf community are] Not 
clear about rights in terms of 
employment and being 
furloughed.

GDA believe there was a trend 
of deaf people being 
furloughed ahead of their 
colleagues as companies were 
not sure how to work remotely 
with a deaf person.” (GDA)



Deaf community organisations have stepped in to try and fill the information gaps 

Community group activities undertaken include:

• Interpreting government briefings and other 
communications into BSL.

• Establishing additional services for the community 
e.g. BSL Health Access.

• Providing free access to BSL interpreters where 
possible.

• Establishing signed help lines focused on 
supporting Covid enquiries.

• Moving as many of their services as possible to 
remote channels to enable them to continue to 
connect with the community e.g. using Zoom and 
WhatsApp.

• Distributing devices such as iPads to members of 
the community who had no access to technology.

Key Takeaways:

• Deaf community organisations have significantly 
increased their efforts to support their communities 
during the pandemic.

• During this time they have also experienced strong 
growth/demand for services from new members.

• Organisations have faced a significant challenge 
meeting increased demand as they have not had 
an increase in resources. New demand has arisen 
both from delivery of new services and additional 
support required for a growing base of users.

• Deaf community organisations have also had to 
work hard to interpret large volumes of relatively 
complex information from government into BSL.

• Community organisations have been collaborating.



Theme 3 (continued) : Community organisations have had to step up to to compensate for 
a lack of accessible communication from the government

“We were creating our own BSL content to support the community. 

However we also realised the benefits of working together with 
other experts such as RAD to help us communicate on issues such 
as lock-down and other government policies via our zoom calls.” 
(Remark)

“We are only a small health charity but we 
have translated 108 government briefings 
into BSL. These videos provide a summary 
of the government briefings in BSL. We 
then share them on the web and on social 
media.” (SignHealth)

“Despite the effort we are not 
getting everybody – especially older 
people. So we are working with local 
deaf clubs and communities to try to 
extend access.” (RAD)

“We have been using information from 
RAD and SignHealth. ” (DEWA) “New information on furlough rules and other 

new regulation has been quite complicated. 

It has been hard for us to understand. We 
have had to spend a long time ensuring that 
when we distribute the information to our 
members it is correct” 
(Remark)



Suggested improvements for the government to better support the BSL community 

Key Takeaways:

• A BSL interpreter present at all government 
briefings to make them inclusive of BSL users 
however they watch it.

• Provide more information in BSL on other 
government sites, especially gov.uk. It is currently 
very difficult for BSL users to follow up and find 
additional information or get clarification.

• Provide easy read options, captions and BSL 
interpreted content to ensure this important 
information is accessible to all.

• Take into account the impacts of different groups 
within communities, such as BAME, and provide 
specific intersectional needs support services.



Theme 4 (continued): Suggested improvements for the government to better support the 
BSL community

“[We need] Specific information to match the 
needs of deaf women. 

How Covid will affect their lives, emotional 
support, support with childcare when schools 
are closed.” (DEWA)

“All resources should be accessible, captions 
and BSL provided. Easy read, subtitles and a 
BSL interpreter to ensure the information is 
accessible to ALL.” (SignHealth)

“Need an interpreter present at the briefing

More information on BSL on gov.uk to enable deaf 
people to follow up and find more out more details 
and clarify questions. Still a real barrier for those 
whose first language is BSL.” (GDA)

“We need a BSL Act. This will put the legislation 
in place. There is no BSL Act in England. It is left 
to companies to perform reasonable 
adjustments, but this is not enough.

The Equality Act is not in depth enough to 
consider the needs of the deaf community.

A BSL Act will really help create the power for 
change.” (BID services)

“The [government Covid] information needs to be more 
visual - images, BSL videos etc”. (Remark)



Theme 5: Access to health services has been extremely difficult for the deaf community

Key Takeaways:

• Getting hold of GPs and communicating with health 
services has always been more difficult for the deaf 
community. It was highlighted as a critical problem 
during the pandemic.

• Specific Covid health services such as the 119 
number are poorly supported for the BSL 
community. Accessible alternatives are not well 
known. Only 2 of the 7 organisations interviewed 
knew of the deaf accessible alternative number. 

• Community organisations have had to invest 
significant resources to try to close some of the 
gaps specifically in health access. 



Theme 5 (continued): Access to health services has been extremely difficult for the deaf 
community

“Lots of people ask a 
friend or a family 
member to phone on 
their behalf.” (RAD)

“Case workers and advocate teams provided 
vital support for the community especially to 
support access to health services. They asked 
them how they were feeling and then they 
would call 111 or their GP.” (CAD)

“Members of our community have been 
receiving letters from the hospital with a 
message to call. We need to call, but how do we 
do it? Constant barrier.” (CAD)

“There are still a lot of barriers in 
understanding, even with the provision of 
interpreters especially in the health system, lack 
of clear masks.” (BID Services)

In relation to the 119 NHS 
number alternative. 
“It needs to be better 
promoted”. (Remark) 

"BSL health access was set up because there 
was a family with the mother and father really 
ill with Covid. The ambulance personnel all had 
PPE and it was difficult to communicate with 
the responders. They needed to use a young 
hearing son to interpret with the ambulance 
workers. 

To use children as interpreters is not 
acceptable.” (SignHealth)



3. Interview Participants



Interview Participants

Company Name Role Responsibilities Tenure

Remark!, London Steph Lotz Head of Remark Community Steph leads a team of 6 people who are 
responsible for providing support to the 
Deaf community.

1 year

BID Services, 
Birmingham

Adam Breeze Runs the Covid-19 well-being 
campaign project

The project focuses on support for the 
Deaf and hard of hearing community in 
Birmingham during the pandemic.

6 years
(started the 
project in June)

Cambridgeshire
Deaf Association 
(CDA)

Ky Dai Community Manager Actively supporting the well being of 
deaf people across Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough.

6.5 years

Deaf Ethnic 
Women’s 
Association (DEWA)

Asha Nauth

Maria 
Valverde

Treasurer/Secretary

Project coordinator

Supervisor of the volunteer staff/charity 
finances.
Leads community engagement projects.

15 years

2 months

Gloucester Deaf 
Association (GDA)

Sharon Bryant CEO Oversees the charity and works with the 
trustees.

2 years

Royal Association 
for Deaf people 
(RAD)

Amanda 
Casson

Co-CEO Leads community engagement, 
communications services, PR and 
marketing.

13 years

SignHeath Marie Vickers Service Manager Runs the domestic abuse service. 19 years



title style

Appendix 1 to Part 1: Evidence Review 
Measuring language clarity

83



This assessment of written language clarity and simplicity was 
performed using a tool which measures the ease of readability of 
the English language. The Flesch-Kincaid Readability Calculator 
provides a score of how readable a section of text is and equates 
it to the education level a person would need to read and 
comprehend that particular text.

The Flesch-Kincaid score is regularly used by policy writers, 
research communicators and marketers in order to find out how 
easily a target audience would be able to understand and 
engage with a particular text.

A sample of text has been taken from each, relevant section, of 
gov.uk, gov.wales, nhs.uk and nhsdirect.wales to generate the 
Flesch-Kincaid score. 

The range of complexity varies significantly across the different 
content provided.

Written language clarity and simplicity: Assessment of complexity

Score Estimated Reading Grade 
Level

90 to 100 Year 6

80 to 90 Year 7

70 to 80 Year 8

60 to 70 Year 9 and 10

50 to 60 Year 11 to 13

30 to 50 University

0 to 30 University graduate

84

Clear
English



On average, literacy levels across the deaf population are below that of the hearing population. 
Some people within this community have strong literacy skills, however due to an education system that disadvantages 
deaf students in relation to literacy skills (in comparison to hearing peers) the average is below that of the broader public. 

“Literacy levels are generally lower in the deaf population and the average deaf child at 16 has a reading age of 8-11 
years but there are some deaf individuals that read at levels that are on par to their hearing peers, and in some 
cases beyond.

Print literacy levels in the deaf population, whether they have been orally or manually educated, have not improved 
in the last fifty years. 

One study reported that 16-year-old deaf school leavers in the UK had an average reading age of 9 years (Conrad, 
1979) and recent studies show little improvement in the last forty years (Harris, Terlektsi, & Kyle, 2017b; Kyle, 
Campbell, & MacSweeney, 2016; Kyle & Harris, 2010). 

However, many deaf people do go on to achieve literacy skills that are comparable to their hearing peers, and in 
some cases surpass them (Bélanger & Rayner, 2015).”

Dr Kate Rowley 
University of Wolverhampton, PhD in literacy and child language acquisition in deaf children

Written language comprehension across the BSL community

85

Clear
English



Ease of readability across various government websites. 
Sample testing only. 

Site Section Reading 
Ease Score*

Ease or 
Readability 

Level*

gov.uk Coronavirus 45 University

gov.uk Guidance/National 
Restrictions

59 Year 11 to 13

gov.uk Get-coronavirus-test 86 Year 7

gov.uk Coronavirus/worker-
support-guidance

60 Year 9 and 
10

gov.uk Financial support for 
business

45 University

gov.uk Education-and-childcare 35-48 University

gov.uk Travel guidance 60 Year 9 and 
10

Site Section Reading 
Ease Score*

Ease or 
Readability 

Level*

gov.uk Foreign travel advice 41-60
University to 
Year 9 and 
10 

gov.uk Coronavirus-firebreak-FAQ 63 Year 9 and 
10

Test and 
trace app

NHS-test-and-trace-how-it-
works

59 Year 11 to 13

nhs.uk Covid19.nhs.uk 67 Year 9 and 
10

nhs.uk Conditions/coronavirus-
covid-19

61 Year 9 and 
10

Twitter Twitter.com/hmrcgovuk 58 Year 11 to 13

86

Clear
English



Thank you for your time!  
contact@openinclusion.com

Thank you for your time!

contact@openinclusion.com


