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When You Have Older Tenants 
…. Who Have Difficulty Seeing 
 
Poor vision or being legally blind is very common among older 
tenants.  
 

How Common Is It? 
 

At least one in twelve seniors over the age of 
seventy five has low vision. That term does not 
mean that they are completely blind, but it does 
mean they have a serious condition that can’t be 
fixed by wearing eyeglasses. 
 
One of the most common forms of vision loss is called macular 
degeneration (it is more common among seniors than cataracts and 
glaucoma combined). 
 

What Are the Signs? 
 

Often you may not know the person has difficulty seeing. They may 
seem aloof (ignoring you) when they simply don’t see you. Many older 
people may feel uncomfortable letting others know about their vision 
loss, because it makes them feel vulnerable.  
 

Some Practical Tips for Helping 
 
Most of these tips apply whether or not the person has difficulty 
seeing, but they are particularly helpful for people who do.  
 

1. The Tenancy Agreement 
Go through the tenancy agreement with all tenants, clause by clause, 
so they know the terms of the contracts, what their responsibilities 
are, and yours. All tenancy agreements need to be in large enough 
print for people to read it. 
 

2.   Everyday Living 
 

A. Identify Yourself and Say Hello 
Take the initiative to say hello and identify yourself. And don’t always 
assume that seniors can see you.  
 

B. Don’t Just Do 
Let the person to do as much as possible. Don’t assume because the 
person has low vision that they are not capable and do not foster 
that assumption in them.  But occasionally ask if they could use any 
help. Let them decide. 
 

C. Watch for Depression.    
Losing their vision is extremely hard on most people, and many 
people can become depressed.  
 
Any of these can be signs of depression: if the tenant seems 
excessively worried, has bouts of crying, seems disinterested, is 
pessimistic, or snippy. So are these: if the person starts to withdraw 
socially, refuses to communicate or takes an excessively stiff upper 

lip, mopes, or acts helpless.  
 
You can help by treating the person politely. Don’t isolate them 
further by avoiding them or excluding them from building activities. 
Ask if they’d like to be involved and what they need to do that. 
 

3. When Communicating with Tenants 
 

A. Give Clear Directions 
If you are giving directions, be specific; don’t say "over there" or 
"over here". Instead say "on your left or right" or "immediately 
behind" or "in front of you, and to the right". 
 
Don’t assume the person can read your face expressions or gestures. 
Say everything in words that you want to convey. 
 

B. Make It Noticeable 
 

Letters: Always write notes or letters to the person using black felt tip 
pen or a computer. Print (don’t write) clearly in letters large enough 
for the person to see. 
 
Notices: Avoid using handwritten notices in elevators and other 
locations.  
Use large print (at least 1” tall). Use black letters on white 
background, and an easy to read letter style (“Arial”) with no fancy 
curly-Qs. If you want to attract attention to the notice, put the white 
paper on a larger coloured paper.  And take down old notices, if you 
want people to see and pay attention to new information. 



 

 

If there is important information, contact the person directly.  Or if 
less important, mention it when you see them. They may not see or 
be able to read the notices you are putting up. 
 

C. When Speaking 
 

Face the person when speaking. Speak slowly, clearly and in a 
moderate tone.  Always identify yourself to the tenant, especially if 
you are someplace that the person might not expect to see you. 
 

4. At Tenants’ Meetings 
 

Include the visually-impaired person in all discussions to get their 
opinion, join in, and add to the group.  Don’t draw attention to the 
person and their disability, but don’t ignore the person either. 
Treating the person “normally” goes a long way to preventing feelings 
of isolation. 
 

5. Safety  
 

If you know the person has a vision problem, try not to restrict the 
person's freedom, but be safety conscious. Do what you can to 
eliminate any physical obstacles in the building. 
 

A. Keep the Environment Predictable 
 

This makes a big difference for a person with low vision. Many people 
can compensate for less vision by relying on their knowledge of the 
building and the area around it. Keep the building as predictable as 
possible. Try not to change things too much, or if you do, let the 
person know. 
 
Put things away after using them. Close doors and stairwell doors. 
Don’t leave electrical cords or machinery lying around in the hallways 
or lobby. 
 

B. Making Life Easier Inside the Apartment 
 

A senior who has trouble with their vision is more likely to fall than 
other seniors. If the counters, walls and the floors are similar in 
colour, it is sometimes difficult for the person to tell what is what 
and accidents happen. You can help prevent this by increasing contrast 
(e.g. between cabinets and other surfaces) and decreasing pattern on 
floors.  
 
Good glare-free lighting in the living room is important. This room is 
often dimly lit or bathed in sunlight—either extreme can make it 

hard to see.  Good lighting is also helpful in bathrooms where glare 
can be a problem, or in closets where people may need more light. 
 
Using Ovens and Other Appliances:  Help the tenant by marking the 
appliance buttons or dials with a black permanent pen or black and 
white tape or sticky labels. Mark only settings the tenant uses most 
often, for example 350 degrees. Check new appliances for buttons and 
dials with good visibility. 
 
Mark the off and on, as well as the most frequently used wash or dry 
cycles on the washer/ dryer dial with permanent markers or sticky 
tape. 
 
Phones:  If the tenant doesn’t already know about these, mention that 
there are large button telephones available that can make it easier to 
see telephone numbers when dialling.  
 
Thermostats: Help the senior to mark their preferred room 
temperature on the thermostat with a permanent marker or purchase 
a bold face thermostat dial. 
 
C. Common Areas  
 
Make sure you have good lighting in the elevator and lobby. There’s 
also a need for good lighting in the laundry room. If your building 
has a common room with a T.V., position the T.V. away from 
reflecting or bright light. Position chairs so people can sit close to the 
T.V. 
 

6. Don’t Believe the Myths 
 

People who have vision loss do not have special senses. Their other 
senses (hearing, smell, touch) do not become keener. They may rely 
on their other senses more, but that’s about it.  
 

Where to Go For More Information 
 
The Canadian National Institute for the Blind (CNIB) has many useful 
items to make life easier for people with low vision. The CNIB has 
service centres in Vancouver, Victoria, Nanaimo, Kelowna, Kamloops, 
Prince George, and Kitimat. Telephones numbers for CNIB can be 
found in the WHITE PAGES. 
 
Sources of Information Used Here : Some of these tips have been adapted from 
Lylas G. Mogyk & Marja Mogyk (1999) Macular Degeneration: The Complete Guide 
to Saving and Maximizing Your Eyesight (Ballantines: New York); Also: Living with 
Vision Loss: A Handbook for Caregivers, published by the Canadian National 
Institute for the Blind.  (See, small print is hard to read, isn’t it!) 


