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The experience of being visually impaired or blind can be found in every country worldwide. It occurs without regard to ethnic, social, economic, or gender status. When it happens, it leaves a lasting impression on the individual and on family members and friends. 

Adjusting to life’s demands with the personal attribute of a visual impairment is both a physical and a psychosocial phenomenon. The medical component provides data regarding etiology, diagnosis, prescription, and prognosis. However, it is more important that the experience of living with a severe visual impairment be described in terms of the interaction among three elements: the needs and desires of an individual with little or no vision; the physical and social environment of that individual; and the common perception of blindness within that person’s culture. 

The authors of this article wrote a textbook entitled Self-Esteem and Adjusting with Blindness (3rd  edition, Charles C. Thomas, 2004) which has been adopted as required reading in many university programs that train personnel to work with people who are visually impaired or blind. The textbook analyzes blindness within the context of two overlapping theoretical constructs: the development of self-esteem and the process of adjusting to social and/or physical trauma. Personal experiences and psychosocial implications of blindness are discussed in-depth and illustrated with biographical and autobiographical quotes from more than 100 blind men and women living in the United States and three other English speaking countries.

The title “Self-Esteem and Adjusting with Blindness” may be misleading for a couple reasons. First, it seems to imply that someone who is visually impaired has a self-esteem problem and that is not always the case. Secondly, it seems to assume that all people who are blind necessarily go through a difficult period of adjustment, a false assumption. In this text, the authors investigate the relationship between a person’s self-esteem and the process of adjusting to life’s demands with the personal attribute of blindness. One does not adjust to blindness as though blindness were some external circumstance, as when one adjusts to a new job or a new home. A visual impairment is only one of many personal attributes that make up the total person, and it is the total person who is engaged in meeting life’s demands. 

Perhaps it would be helpful to discuss the relationship between two similar ideas: self-concept and self-esteem. Self-concept is the perception one acquires about self and includes both a cognitive component and an affective component. The cognitive refers to the factual elements: height, weight, marital status, type of employment, etc. Self-esteem is the affective part which reveals how the individual feels about the facts in the cognitive component, whether they approve or disapprove of them and the extent to which they feel competent, capable and valuable as individuals. 

Soon after the first edition became available in 1984, The Hadley School for the Blind (www.hadley.edu) asked the authors to develop a course based on their text. Hadley is the single largest worldwide distance educator of blind and visually impaired individuals with approximately 10,000 students enrolled annually representing more than 100 countries. Courses are offered to those who are blind, their families or blindness professionals. Although Hadley’s more than 100 distant education courses are available to students world-wide, they are offered only in English. For this particular course, the authors were guarded about the possible relevancy to people in other countries and cautious about generalizing experiences of blind people in the United States and Canada to other countries throughout the world. 

Initially the writers of the course thought that there would be marked differences among students from the United States and Canada and those in other parts of the world with regard to their own feelings about blindness, their interaction with those around them and their general outlook on life. However this did not prove to be entirely true. Remarks that were made by students in America were remarkably similar to the comments of students throughout the world. 

Description of International Students:

Over the past 20 years, 73 students from countries other than the United States and Canada have completed the course, “Self-esteem and Adjusting with Blindness.” They represent a wide variety of backgrounds in age, education, socio-economic background and visual impairment. About half were from Asia, with 21% from Europe, 15% from Africa, 5% from Australia and 5% from Central and South America. Over half were visually impaired and 34% were professionals working in the field, with the rest being family members. Many expressed a balanced view of the challenges and also the ways to meet those challenges. 

“Blindness imposes limitations but makes us discover several potentials and capacities.” (South America) 

“I lost only my vision, I still have my strength, intelligence and enthusiasm.” (Asia)

Responses to Course Questions: 

Students were asked to respond to ten sets of questions from the four sections related to the theory presented in the text. Although their feelings and experiences varied greatly among the students, there were many common threads running through their comments. Responses were paraphrased to preserve the privacy and anonymity of the student. 

Content Summary #1
The first section provides an overview of blindness and the essential background for subsequent discussions. Unrealistic perceptions of blindness and the extreme variability of the nature of visual losses among visually impaired persons are sources of confusion. Individuals who are blind represent a small number in any community, thus giving them a feeling of uniqueness and resulting in a sense of being different which often precipitates problems with self-esteem. 

The direct effects of a visual loss are discussed with respect to the practical impact on day-to-day operations in the areas of personal and home management, travel, reading and writing, vocation, and recreation. Psychological tendencies among blind and visually impaired persons are explained as immaturity and egocentrism, isolation and loneliness, passivity and dependency, and restricted access to role models. Stereotypic negative attitudes held by both sighted and blind have their effect on self-esteem. 

International Student Responses #1
Question: Students were asked for their responses to their own visual loss, to its implications and the negative attitudes they experienced in society. Professionals and family members listed responses they had observed. Individuals from a variety of countries representing all continents viewed themselves or their client/family member in a positive way, using such adjectives as: 

cheerful, free-spirited, capable, optimistic, hardworking, successful, lucky, talented, confident, independent thinker 

Others viewed themselves or were viewed as:

insecure, ashamed, frustrated, dependent, lonely, needy, discriminated against, a burden, angry  

In describing the effect that blindness had on family members there was a marked commonality from one country to another although each person is unique. 

“The family felt shock and guilt but now they accept me.” (Asia)  

“The family was at first distraught, then they pulled together to support me, having a balanced outlook so that my blindness did not become the center of family life.” (Australia)  

“My mother was embarrassed about having a blind child and hid me at home until I was 13 years old.” (Europe) 

“She blamed herself for my blindness.” (Africa)

Question: With which of the five implications discussed (personal and home management, travel, reading-writing, vocation and recreation) do you struggle the most and why? 

The overwhelming majority overseas mentioned employment as the factor that they found most challenging. Some had meaningful employment as teachers, social workers, rehabilitation professionals or administrators mainly in the area of education and rehabilitation of the blind. Others mentioned being employed as a telephone operator, as a radio programmer, or as a teacher of English. For some, the only job available was in the area of massage or acupuncture “which I never wanted to do” (Asia). In one South American country 99% of the blind were unemployed. Many mentioned that they had to do “extra to prove to the employer that I was competent” (South America and Asia).

Difficulties with travel were also described, due to lack of orientation and mobility skills, fear of traveling alone, and uneven terrain. One Asian student learned cane skills on the internet (the only source of information available to her) so she could teach her mother who live in a very rural area. By contrast, American students most often listed travel as the area they struggle with most, although employment was a close second. 

Question: Do you feel that persons with visual impairments are more different from or more like sighted persons? 

Almost all felt that although visually impaired people often use different techniques and devices, “all people struggle and all people need help” (Asia). “The sighted make the blind feel different, but we are all the same in God’s eyes” (Asia). “Each has negative feelings toward the other” (Africa).

Question: Of the social tendencies discussed (immaturity and egocentrism, isolation and loneliness, passivity and dependency) with which do you struggle the most? What are you doing about it? 

The largest group both in America and overseas mentioned feeling isolated and lonely, feeling “isolated in a crowd” (Australia) and “play alone on the playground” (Asia). “I belong to my diary book” (Asia). A few felt dependent on parents and other family members.

Question:  Explain how the predominantly negative and devaluating attitudes toward blindness found in society can affect you. 

“Sometimes it’s hard to believe that I’m someone of value.” (Australia)

“Handicapped are children of a lesser God”. (Europe)

“Blind are viewed as worthless, to be pitied, to be avoided because they might be a sorcerer.” (Africa)

“Have a minority celebrity status.” (Europe)

 “There is a tendency to become the role I am expected to play.” (Asia)

Content Summary #2

The second section of the course explores the general theoretical model for the development of self-esteem common to all persons and analyzes the impact that blindness imposes upon this model. There is no special psychology of blindness, no personality unique to blind persons. Existing psychological principles are adequate to explain the behavior of the blind or attitudes toward blindness. The process of developing self-esteem is the same for all persons whether blind or sighted. The sources of self-esteem are the reflections from others, the determination of competence, and the successful management of conflicts and discrepancies. The younger, the more immature, the more dependent children and youth (and some adults) rely on approval from others for their own self-esteem. Older, more mature, more independent individuals tend to rely increasingly on their own judgments of competence and worth. 

International Student Responses #2:

Students were asked to answer questions relating to relationships, social or personal comparison standards, reactions to judgments of failure and ways to resolve a conflict or discrepancy. 

Question: Describe types of relationships (impersonal, stereotypic, exceptional, pitied, capable, respected, friendship) and explain how each can affect how visually impaired people feel about themselves. Although similar to views held throughout the world, individuals in some countries held more extreme stereotypic views. 

“The sins of the parents or their own sins in a previous life are the cause of blindness.”  (Asia)

 “My family felt I was capable and supported me in my endeavors.” (Europe)

“The agency coordinator was congenitally blind and served as an excellent role model.” (Asia)

“Those who know me treat me as a friend, most who don’t know me treat me in a succumbing way and pity me.” (South America)

Content Summary #3:

Section three discusses the dynamic, continuous, and life-long adjusting process. The first four phases are a reaction to the trauma, either the physical or social, which initiates the adjusting process. The adjusting process may continue with the shock and denial, the mourning and withdrawal, and/or the succumbing and depression phases. The last three phases are the rebuilding process and include reassessment and reaffirmation, coping and mobilization, and self-acceptance and self-esteem. The process of adjusting to life’s demands with blindness is the same process as adjusting to any severe trauma whether divorce, loss of employment, initial onset of blindness, initial awareness of being different, or subsequent social and physical traumas of blindness. The adjusting process involves three components that must be carefully balanced and orchestrated: the knowledge of facts involved—cognitive; the behaviors involved—action; and the feelings involved—affective. Some of the factors that influence the adjusting process are internal (age, attitudes, personality, etc.) and others are external (family, medicine, services, etc.) 

International Student Responses #3:

Question: Phases one through four describe initial responses to the traumas of blindness. What were some of your thoughts and feelings as you were experiencing these phases? 

frightened, different, depressed, helpless and overwhelmed

Question: Phase five, reassessment and reaffirmation deals with some changes that take place in a person’s attitudes and values. Reaffirmation of oneself as a person of value seemed to free students to embark on their journey toward self-acceptance and self-esteem.

 “If I want to get myself all worked up regarding my blindness, it’s my prerogative, but it’s a waste of energy.” (Australia)

“I have many goals, to own my home, increased independence, a good education, to develop my computer skills, to be a good father and husband.” (South America)

“My goal is to make contributions to society.” (Asia)

Question: Which of the internal or external factors listed influence you the most at this time in your life? 

“My mother taught me Braille and pushed me to be independent”. (Asia)

“I gained confidence and vocational training at the school for the blind.” (Africa)

“Technology, especially use of the computer and internet has removed many limitations.” (Asia)

“In rural areas there is a lack of education for the blind and this introduced pain and chaos for my family.” (Asia) 

Content Summary #4:

The last section is addressed primarily to members of the blind person’s support team and provides suggestions for fostering healthy self-esteem which increases the likelihood that the individual will be able to meet day to day demands of living in a personally satisfying and rewarding manner. Possible resources, activities for stimulating affective growth, and guidelines for professionals who work with the blind are included.

International Student Responses #4:

Question: Summarize your outlook on life in general.  

“Blindness is a challenge, but there are ways to cope.” (Europe)

“Grasp life in your hands rather than be grasped passively by it.” (Asia) 

“Sight is merely a tool, it does not determine a person’s capabilities or talent.” (Asia) 

“To live is to participate in a mission that God has for me.” (Africa)

Summary

The way blind and visually impaired individuals are viewed is most often negative and limiting thus having a depressing influence on self-esteem. The lack of resources and opportunities in the areas of education, rehabilitation, and employment pose a threat to one’s self-esteem. On the other hand, a strong and supportive network of family, friends, and professionals is associated with a healthier self-esteem. Learning the specialized skills and adaptive techniques and being allowed to use them contributes to higher self-esteem and a greater sense of confidence and self-worth. Although there are some differences, these authors were surprised to find that the experience of blindness and its impact on self-esteem is more similar than different throughout the countries of the world. 
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