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Abstract

Visual disability is an important public health problem with serious social and economic effects associated with
decreased quality of life and increased dependency on adults worldwide. The study was carried out to assign the social
and economic problems experienced by visually disabled people, to draw attention to the problem and to encourage
other studies to be done. This study is a retrospective cohort study. All patients who applied to the state hospital, which
is the only hospital in Giimiishane province for a period of 5 years were included in the study. 1325 people whose visual
disability was detected by scanning “disability reports” and based on clinical data were included in the study. All data
obtained were recorded to the computer. The data were analyzed with a statistical package program on the
computer.The majority (46.6%) of the seeing disabled were illiterate. While the great majority (90.5%) of the visually
disabled were not working, 6.5% were retired, 1.3% were working at private sector and 1.2% were working at public
sector. While only 24.9% of the seeing disabled were taking disability support payment, only 32.4% of the disabled were
taking disabled salary. These findings show that people with disabilities do not sufficiently benefit from the rights
granted to them and need more social support. For this reason, a national disability policy and action plan should be
created and public awareness should be raised.
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1. Introduction

Visual disability is an important public health problem with serious social and economic effects
associated with decreased quality of life and increased dependency on adults worldwide (McCarty et
al.,2001, 324; Ramrattan et al.,2001, 1790). This problem is a multidimensional field that concerns not only
people with disabilities and their families but also economic and social fields such as education, employment
and social security (Sahinoz et al., 2013, 113).

Disability is the event that a healthy person cannot do the work that they can do without needing
someone elses help, the inability to do as a result of any inborn or later deficiencies in their physical or
mental abilities and the person who encounters such a situation is called disabled (United Nations, 2020, 15).

Disabled; is a person who has been unable to comply with the needs of normal life as a result of any
disability or accidental loss of physical, mental, spiritual, emotional and social abilities by birth or
afterwards, and as a result, needs protection, care, rehabilitation, counseling and support services (Sahin6z
etal., 2013, 115).

Disability limits one's vital activities and makes it difficult for them to continue their lives. Disability
is perceived as a means of helplessness, indulgence, weakness, helplessness, pity and begging in the world
(Sahinoz et al., 2013, 121).

Disability rates increase at older ages. 77.80% of the disabled population do not participate in the
labor force at all. It is stated that the disability rate is higher in males and in rural areas (Tiirkiye Oziirliiler
Aragtirmasi, 2002, 22).

According to the data of Turkey Disability Survey (2002); the proportion of the disabled is 3.22% in
the Black Sea region, where our city is located (Ttirkiye Oziirliiler Arastirmasi, 2002, 28).

In our previous research, 3.4% of the society was found to be disabled in Giimiishane province
(Sahinoz et al.,, 2016, 1319). According to the Turkey Disability Survey, seeing disability rate was 60 per ten
thousand in Turkey (Tiirkiye Oziirliiler Arastirmasi, 2002, 32).

The sense of sight is very important in human life due to the rich sense inputs it provides. It
provides about 80% of the information someone gains throughout human life with the sense of seeing.
Visual disability negatively affects motor learning, interaction ability and perception of spatial status
(Warren, 1995, 879; Salive et al., 1994, 290; Haymes et al., 2002, 82). Visually disabled people are prone to a
sedentary lifestyle and their physical activity levels are quite low (Oh et al., 2004, 41).

For the visually disabled, finding buildings, streets and avenues and reaching where they want to go
is quite a stressful and difficult task. Problems such as unsuitable structures, pavements, and lack of
guidance make accessibility more difficult.

Accessibility covers the possibility of education, working, benefiting from health services,
participating in social, cultural, sports and economic activities. Disabled people who have difficulties getting
out of their home when there are no suitable environmental conditions for the disabled cannot even use
education, health and rehabilitation services sufficiently, they have to live away from social and cultural
living areas, parks and gardens, and social life in short (Caglar, 2012, 561).

In our country, there are necessary legal regulations regarding accessibility for disabled people, but
implementation is not sufficient; buildings, pavements and means of transportation are the most important
problems. In addition, parking of vehicles in front of pavements and ramps and the use of parking lots
reserved for disabled people create social barriers (Salar, 2011, 125).

Negative emotions, thoughts and behaviors in the society for the disabled cause them to be excluded
from the society. Studies conducted in recent years show that there are positive developments in this regard
(T.C. Bagbakanlik Oziirliiler idaresi, 2008, 11). Visually disabled, have a sense of insecurity, fear of falling
and bump, and fear of being watched; panic in the face of difficulties. Therefore, self-efficacy and coping
skills are not developed sufficiently in self-development and social life (Ozkubat, 2010, 24).

Visual disability do not only cause difficulties in performing daily life activities; it also causes
addiction and social isolation. Visually disability has been reported to restrict participation in social life and
negatively affect school functionality and overall quality of life (Wong et al., 2009, 509); Alma et al., 2012, 89).
Therefore, it is essential to support the social participation of the visually disabled. Social participation is
defined as interpersonal interaction (Alma et al., 2012, 90). According to WHO; social participation is the
inclusion in the society that people need to solve their problems. Social participation motivates people,
provides awareness and solidarity (WHO, 2002, 12).
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In the studies based on interviews, it was observed that congenital blind people felt more fortunate
than those who lost their vision afterwards. The reason for this is that people with congenital visual
disability did not have any sense of loss as they did not have an idea of what was seen. The situation is
automatically accepted in congenital loss of vision. Psychological trauma and depression are often
accompanied by the adaptation periods of individuals who subsequently experienced vision loss (Schinazi,
2007, 18; Thurston et al., 2010, 96).

There are quite a few studies on socio-cultural issues of visually disabled individuals in Turkey. This
research is a study covering the entire province and the visually disabled in Turkey is qualified to give
accurate information about the socio-economic problems. The results of this research are very important in
terms of knowing the socio-economic problems of the visually disabled and determining the right policies
for the measures to be taken.

The study was carried out to assign the social and economic problems experienced by visually
disabled people, to draw attention to the problem and to encourage other studies to be done. The added
value of this study is to determine the needs and expectations of disabled people, to meet these needs as
much as possible, and to provide community-based rehabilitation of the visually disabled.

2. Materials & Methods

This study is a retrospective cohort study. The study was conducted in Giimiishane located in the
north-east of Turkey, a province of about 160 000 inhabitants. All patients who applied to the state hospital,
which is the only hospital in Guimtishane province for a period of 5 years were included in the study. 1325
people whose visual disability was detected by scanning “disability reports” and based on clinical data were
included in the study. Persons with partial or no vision in one or both eyes, those with color blindness
and/or night blindness, and those using eye prostheses were considered disabled.

These people were visited at their homes between 01 May 2015 - 31 December 2018 and field work
was carried out. Ethics committee approval dated 10.04.2015 and numbered 2015/4 was obtained from
Gumiishane University Ethics Committee before starting the research. Medical data of the disabled were
obtained from the disability reports provided by the hospital, and socio-demographic data were obtained
through a questionnaire developed by the researchers and was applied by face-to-face interview technique.

All data obtained were recorded to the computer. The data were analyzed with a statistical package
program on the computer.

3. Results

The rate of men among the visually disabled (51.3%) was higher than that of women, and the rate of
those aged 65 and over was higher than other age groups (48.4%).

The majority (46.6%) of the seeing disabled were illiterate, 24.6% were primary school graduates and
only 1.0% were graduated from the university.

76.8% of the disabled in the research group lived in urban areas.

Table 1. The Demographic Characteristics of the Seeing Disabled Assigned During the Study

Demographic Characteristics Number %
Gender Male 680 51.3
Female 645 48.7
265 641 484
55-64 243 183
25-34 125 94
Age Groups 35-44 122 92
45-54 117 8.8
15-24 64 4.8
<15 13 1.0
Illiterate 618 46.6
Primary School 326 24.6
Educational Level Literate 259 19.5
Secondary School 109 83
University Associate Degree + 13 1.0
. . Rural 307 232
Residential Place Urban 1018 768

While the great majorities (90.5%) of the visually disabled were not working, 6.5% were retired, 1.3%
were working at private sector and 1.2% were working at public sector.
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While 24.9% of the seeing disabled were taking disability support payment, 32.4% of the disabled
were taking disabled salary.

Table 2. The Economic Characteristics of the Seeing Disabled Assigned During the Study

Economic Characteristics Number %
Not working 1199 905

. Retired 93 70
Working Status Working at public sector 17 13
Working at private sector 16 1.2

. Taking disabled salary 429 324
Disabled Salary Not taking disabled salary 896  67.6
Taking disability support payment 330 249

Disability Support Payment Not taking disability support payment 995 75.1

It has been determined that the vast majority of the visually disabled individuals (76.2%) were
married, 12.0% of their spouses have died, 8.5% have never married, and 0.2% have been divorced or lived
separately from their spouse. It was also determined that 79.2% lived in the nuclear family, 11.4% in the
extended family and 9.4% in the seperated family.

It has been determined that the majority of visually disabled individuals live with their spouse and /
or children (81.8%), secondly with their mother and / or father (9.0%), and unfortunately some of them live
alone (5.1%).

It has been determined that 10.8% of the visually disabled individuals cannot go out of their house
alone, 32.1% can go out of their house with the help of someone else and 57.1% can go out of their house on
their own.

24.9% of the visually impaired received state-finance home care services; it has been determined that
20.0% of these disabled people are cared for by their spouses, 19.7% by their mothers and 17.6% by their
bride.

Table 3. The Social Characteristics of the Visually Disabled Assigned During the Study

Social Characteristics Number %
Married 1010 76.2
Spouse died 159 120
Marital Status Never Married 112 85
Divorced 3 0.2
Not in the age of marriage 41 31
Nuclear 1049 792
Family Type Extended 151 114
Separated 125 94
Spouse/ Children 1084 81.8
Mother/ Father 119 9.0
With whom he/ she lives Alone 68 51
Brother/ Sister 48 3.6
Caretaker 5 0.4
Nursing home 1 0.1
On their own 757 57.1
Getting Out of Their Home Status ~ With help 425 321
Can not 143 108
Home Care Receiving home care 330 249
Not receiving home care 995 751
Spouse 66 20.0
Mother 65 19.7
Bride 58 17.6
Daughter 40 121
Caretaker Son 8 24
Father 5 15
Brother/ Sister 14 42
Other relatives 64 194
Others 10 3.0

The households where people with disabilities lived were visited one by one, and the data such as
physical changes to be made in order to bring the disabled into the society, the current situation of the
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disabled, the tools and devices they need, their own preferences and suggestions, and the tools and devices
used were detected.

It has been determined that 339 (25.6%) of 1325 visually disabled people use walking stick, 34 (2.6%)
eyeglasses, 26 (2.0%) navigation device (seeing eye device) and 3 (0.2%) use white cane. Rehabilitation
devices used and needed by visually disabled individuals are shown in Table 4.

Table 4. Rehabilitation Devices Used and Needed by Visually Disabled Individuals

Used Needed
Device Name Number %  Number %
Walking Stick 339 256 26 26
Eyeglasses 34 26 9 07
Navigation 26 20 12 09
White Cane 3 0.2 4 03

4. Discussion

When the demographic characteristics of the visually impaired individuals in the research group are
examined; it is seen that men (51.3%) are slightly more than women, 65 and over (48.4%) are significantly
higher than other age groups, and the majority (76.8%) live in urban areas.

It is already a known fact that the rate of disability in our country is higher in men and living in the
rural areas (Tiirkiye Oziirliiler Aragtirmasi, 2002, 23). Although it is an expected result that visually impaired
individuals are mostly in older age groups, these rates can be reduced with healthy aging policies. The
reason why the majority of visually impaired individuals live in the urban area is thought to be related to the
country's overall rural-urban population ratio.

It has been determined that the educational level of visually impaired individuals are quite low, and
there is almost no university or higher graduates. It is an important social problem that the visually impaired
individuals do not have a good educational level, nearly half (46.6%) are illiterate and university education
(1.0%) is almost non-existent.

In our country, the majority of the visually disabled (83%) can get education up to primary school
level, but only a few (2%) can receive university education (Tiirkiye Oziirliiler Arastirmasi, 2002, 45). In the
United States, almost two thirds of even advanced visually disabled people are trained up to high school
(National Federation of the Blind, 2020, 11).

Although the thoughts of overall society is positive for disabled in Turkey; there is hidden exclusion,
such as pity, isolation from certain settings, and asking them to get education in separate schools (T.C.
Basbakanlik Oziirliiler Idaresi, 2008, 17). We think that negative environmental and social factors cause
education of visually disabled individuals to be inadequate. As a matter of fact, in a qualitative research, the
statements of a visually impaired support this idea: “I finished primary school. I really wanted to continue
my education, but I couldn't attend school for both family and social reasons. Being visually disabled and
negative environmental conditions prevented me from continuining my education. In addition to my visual
disability I also felt insufficient all my life when I have a lack of education” (Ozkan, 2013, 29).

Legislation on the disabled encourages equality in education and the provision of educational
conditions suitable for the disabled (  Engelliler Hakkinda Kanun, 2005, 1). Despite this legal
infrastructure, it is unacceptable that the educational level of the visually disabled is poor. It is necessary to
make more intense efforts on this issue, to develop effective and comprehensive solution strategies and to
implement them as soon as possible (T.C. Aile ve Sosyal Politikalar Bakanligi, 2019, 1). The establishment of
“disabled units” in schools and universities will facilitate this aim (Ozkasap, 2009, 24).

The most important factor affecting the quality of life of visually disabled individuals is income and,
accordingly, the socioeconomic level (Brown and Barrett, 2011, 368). Our country is one of the countries with
the lowest participation rate of disabled people to labour force (World Health Organization, 2011, 26). It is
stated that the participation rate of individuals with disabilities in the workforce is 35.4% in men and 12.5%
in women and 22.1% in total (T.C. Aile ve Sosyal Politikalar Bakanlig, 2019, 1). Visually disabled individuals
are not able to work because of their disability and therefore have economic difficulties and are in need of
more social support (Askari et al., 2010, 37).

In our study, it was found that the majority of the visually disabled individuals (90.5%) did not
work. Legislation on the disabled clearly states the proportion of disabled people who must be employed,
measures to facilitate the employment of the disabled, physical arrangements to be made at the workplace,
guidance and professional counseling services. According to the provisions of this legislation, it is
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compulsory to employ 3% disabled people in workplaces with more than 50 employees and 4% in public
institutions (Engelliler Hakkinda Kanun, 2005, 1; Devlet Memurlar1 Kanunu, 1965, 1; Engelli kamu personel
se¢me sinavl ve engellilerin devlet memurluguna alinmalar1 hakkinda yonetmelik, 2014, 1). As a result of
these obligations; the number of disabled civil servants employed has increased approximately 7 times in the
last 20 years and the number of disabled workers employed in the private sector has increased
approximately 2.5 times (T.C. Aile ve Sosyal Politikalar Bakanligi, 2015, 2).

However, the planned goal in the employment of disabled people has not been reached (Toplumsal
Haklar ve Arastirmalar Dernegi, 2015, 15).

Although there are sufficient legal arrangements for the disabled to participate effectively in
business life, there are social and socially rooted obstacles on this issue (Cmarl, 2010, 7).
In a study conducted in our country; it is stated that 70% of individuals with disabilities face difficulties in
obtaining jobs and professions (Burcu, 2007, 15).

If we look at the positive side, it is gratifying that 7% of disabled individuals retire, 32.4% of them
receive disability pension and 24.9% of them benefit from home care services, in other words, 65% of them
have an income. Although home care support is not counted as the direct income of the disabled, it
indirectly contributes to the economic situation of the disabled because it is paid to the relatives.

In Turkey salaries referred to as the 2022 pension is paid in the three-months period if the disability
rate is over 40% and if the disabled is poor. The measure of poverty here is; the total income of the
household is divided by the persons over the age of 16, and if the amount obtained is less than 1/3 of the net
minimum wage, it is considered as powerty. Close relatives who provide 24-hour continuous care of the
disabled are paid by the state at a monthly net minimum wage. In order to benefit from home care services,
per capita income should be less than 1/3 of the net minimum wage and the disabled should be in need of
care (Ozdamar & Cakar, 2015, 173).

The fact that the majority of visually diasabled individuals (76.2%) are married, 79.2% live in the
nuclear family, and the majority of them live with their spouse and / or children (81.8%) is a very positive
situation in terms of socio-economy. As a matter of fact, in a qualitative research on the visually disabled; in
case of a problem, it is stated that visually disabled individuals consult their family and those they trust
before deciding, even if the problem is not solved, this support relieves the disabled and receiving family
support always gives confidence to the disabled person (Ozkan, 2013, 32). However, visually disabled
people who have never married (8.5%) and had to live alone (5.1%) are deprived of family support and pose
an important social problem.

Being visually disabled also negatively affects psychological and physiological well-being; it causes
loss of sense of independence, stress and fears. Fear of falling reduces the desire to go out of the house alone.
Finding streets, buildings and addresses is a difficult and stressful task for the visually disabled. In addition,
problems such as unsuitable buildings, pavements, and lack of guidance make accessibility more difficult.
When environmental conditions suitable for disabled people are not created; disabled people cannot even
use education, health and rehabilitation services adequately, they have to live far from social and cultural
living areas, parks and gardens, and social life in short (Wong et al., 2009, 510, Alma et al., 2012, 89). It has
been reported that visually disability significantly causes social withdrawal and 46% of the visually disabled
individuals experience significant problems in social participation (Ress et al., 2010, 2893). Social
participation is the involvement of people in the society they need to solve their problems. Social
participation motivates people, increases awareness and solidarity (WHO, 2002, 14). In our research, it was
found that one out of 10 visually disabled people could not go out of the house alone, and three were able to
go out of the house with the help of someone else. This may be an indication that the environment is not
sufficiently organized for the disabled and that disabled people are not technologically supported enough.
According to a study supporting this idea; the most important problem of visually disabled individuals is
negative environmental conditions. In this study, it has been stated that the problems of getting on and
getting off public transportation, lack of audio signs, the height of the pavements and the buildings not
being suitable for the disabled are the most important difficulties and therefore individuals with visual
disabilities do not want to go out on their own (Burcu, 2007, 17).

Although there are necessary legal arrangements for making environmental regulations suitable for
the disabled, implementation is not sufficient. In addition, parking of vehicles in front of pavements and
ramps and the use of parking lots reserved for disabled people are also social obstacles (Salar, 2011, 129).

In our country, the strategy of providing care of disabled individuals with families at home was
adopted, and it was envisaged to provide financial support, caregiver support, guidance and counseling
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services to the family for home social care service (T.C. Aile ve Sosyal Politikalar Bakanligi, 2019, 2). Social
care service at home; is a social service model provided to support the disabled person in his / her social
environment, provide community-based rehabilitation, ensure a happy and peaceful life, and alleviate the
burden of care in the family (Karaman et al., 2015, 352).

In our study, it was determined that 24.9% of the visually disabled individuals benefited from home
care services. Social care services at home financed by the state are considered numerically sufficient. As a
matter of fact, the rate of benefiting from care services is compatible with the rates in scientific research
(Sahinoz et al., 2010, 690). However, social care services at home are not at the desired level in terms of
quality and competence. Because the vast majority of disabled people in our research group are cared for by
their spouse and / or mother. This situation is very necessary and desired in terms of love and care and
financial support for the family, but it is insufficient in terms of knowledge and skills of the caregivers.

With the technological opportunities provided for the disabled, the level of disability can be reduced
and they can do their daily activities without being dependent on anyone else. In our study, it was
determined that 339 (25.6%) of 1325 visually disabled people used walking stick, 34 (2.6%) eyeglasses, 26
(2.0%) navigation device (seeing eye device) and 3 (0.2%) white cane.

In a study on the visually disabled; it has been determined that the most important problems are
getting to know the environment, pedestrian transportation, home life, education and access to information.
It has been stated that 80.5% of the visually disabled people want to use a technological product that
“introduces the environment in which they are located” (Alt1 Nokta Korler Vakfi, 2011, 21). In another study
examining the use of assistive devices of individuals with low vision; it is stated that individuals with
disabilities use eyeglasses (64%), white canes (36%) and walking sticks (46%), respectively (Ozkan, 2013, 22).

5. Conclusion

It has been determined that the educational level of visually disabled individuals are quite low, and
there is almost no university or higher education graduates. It is an important social problem that almost
half of the visually impaired individuals are illiterate and those who have university education are almost
nonexistent.

This result shows that visually disabled individuals cannot benefit from educational services
sufficiently. For this reason, necessary physical and social studies should be carried out for individuals with
visual disabilities to benefit more from formal education. In addition, open education system should be used
and developed for this purpose.

It was determined that the majority of the visually impaired individuals (90.5%) were unemployed,
7% were retired and 32.4% received disability pension.

It was found that the vast majority of visually disabled individuals were married, 8.5% were never
married, the vast majority live with their spouse and / or children (81.8%) and a minority live alone (5.1%),
10.8% cannot leave the house alone, 32.1% can go out of the house with the help of someone else.

For the visually disabled individuals who cannot get out of their house, they need to be provided
with a professional education service at home. Relevant institutions should work on this issue.

It has been determined that 24.9% of visually disabled individuals benefit from state-financed home
care services and the vast majority are cared for by their spouse and / or mother. This is a very necessary
and desired situation in terms of love and attention, and financial support to the family, but it is a negative
situation in terms of insufficient knowledge and skills of the caregivers.

It has been determined that 339 of 1325 visually impaired people used walking stick, 34 of them use
eyeglasses, 26 of them use navigation device (seeing eye device) and 3 of them use white cane.

Visual disability not only causes difficulties in performing daily life activities; it also causes
addiction and social isolation. Therefore, it is needed to support the social participation of the visually
disabled.

Disabled people who can get out of the house with the help of someone else should use the
technological opportunities to move without being dependent on anyone. Necessary institutional
arrangements and bureaucracy should be reduced in order to expand these services. In addition, inventory
should be created to ensure efficiency in rehabilitation devices.

The care of the disabled should be provided by specialist care staff. In this regard, the maintenance
staff graduated from the relevant departments of the universities should be employed by the state. In
addition, organizations providing professional home care services should be encouraged.
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Efforts should be given to provide training to meet the needs of the disabled, to gain skills and to
create a suitable living space for the disabled. These studies are; identification of disabled people should
include care and rehabilitation, family education, family counseling and social benefits.

The main goal should be to prevent disability as much as possible, to make rehabilitation services
efficient and effective, and to ensure the full participation of disabled people in normal life. The main
purpose of the studies to be carried out in this regard should be to ensure that people with disabilities access
all the opportunities of the society and benefit from services equally.

The physical, mental and social skills of the disabled individual should be developed and this
disabled person should be brought to the society as a working and producing individual. Visually disabled
constitutes the most active group among disabled groups. Many visual disability benefit greatly from optical
correction. Eyeglasses and related services should be increased. Eye donation works well in some corneal
blindness. Therefore, necessary trends and campaigns should be organized to increase eye and organ
donations.

As a result; these findings show that people with disabilities do not sufficiently benefit from the
rights granted to them and need more social support. For this reason, we believe that researchs should be
supported in order to collect reliable data on the problems of individuals with disabilities, create a national
disability policy and action plan and raise public awareness.
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