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A new UK-wide survey has revealed widespread ignorance and public misconception about what constitutes a disability. Physical indicators such as ‘using a wheelchair’ and ‘using a walking stick’ are widely recognised but a worrying 72% of people did not mention those affecting communication, such as aphasia as something that would suggest a disability.
This is despite the fact that there are an estimated 250,000 people in the UK currently living with aphasia and a further 50,000 developing it each year – the equivalent of one person every 11 minutes.

Aphasia is a communication disability which occurs when the communication centres of the brain are damaged. It is usually caused by stroke, but can also be caused by brain haemorrhage, head injury or illness such as meningitis or tumours. Today sees the launch of Aphasia – the hidden disability, a national campaign launched by the Aphasia Alliance to raise public awareness of this widespread disability which affects people of all ages.  

The GfK NOP survey reveals startlingly low levels of public awareness about such a prevalent disability: over 90% of people have never even heard of aphasia. The vast majority of the population (nearly 80%) do not know that aphasia is a communication disability, with many people confusing it with other, unrelated medical conditions or even as a type of fruit. For example, an astonishing 1 in 5 people in Wales believe that aphasia is a skin disease. And in the East Midlands, only 12% of people can correctly identify the disability, compared to a quarter who believe it is either a skin disease or a fruit.

Aphasia Alliance Spokesperson, Carole Pound says “This survey shows that people fail to consider disabilities that are not visibly identifiable and indicates a general lack of awareness about communication disability. In the last few years we have seen enormous advances made to help people with physical impairments, such as ramp access and lifts in buildings. However, communication access and communication support has not been high on the agenda and this needs to change”

“The Aphasia Alliance seeks to increase public awareness of aphasia and our Aphasia – the hidden disability campaign aims to ensure people understand that aphasia is a hidden disability affecting a huge number of people of all ages across the UK.”

Sadly, people with aphasia often experience social exclusion, as their confidence is shattered by losing their ability to communicate - something that most people take for granted. Aphasia can lead to withdrawal from everyday activities such as using the ‘phone and socialising - even going to the shops can seem a daunting prospect if you have trouble with your speech. Due to the very nature of their disability, people with aphasia may also be unable to explain easily to others what their condition is, further exacerbating their isolation.
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Notes to Editors

· Aphasia is a communication disability which occurs when the communication centres of the brain are damaged. It is usually caused by stroke, but can also be caused by brain haemorrhage, head injury, tumours or other illnesses and infections such as meningitis.

· Aphasia affects people of all ages.

· We estimate there are about 250,000 people living with aphasia in the UK. Imagine, this is similar to the size of the population of Nottingham.

· We estimate 50,000 new people develop aphasia a year across the UK, this is over 130 people a day or 1 person every 11 minutes.

· The pattern of aphasia is different for everyone. Some people have difficulty finding words and talking; some find it hard to understand spoken words (a bit like suddenly becoming a foreigner in your own language), whilst some will have difficulty reading and writing.

· Speech and language therapy can help address some of the specifics of language and communication e.g. strategies to retrieve words, exercises for reading and writing, training for other communication partners etc.

· People never make a full recovery as aphasia is a long-term condition. However different stages of recovery can be aided by speech and language therapy. Speech and language therapy to someone with aphasia is like physiotherapy to someone with an injury. 

· ‘People with aphasia’ is the approved phrase. People with aphasia should not be referred to as ;

· ‘sufferers’

· ‘victims’ or ’victim of’

· ‘subjects’ or ‘subjected to’

· ‘patients’

· ‘casualties’ or 

· ‘an aphasic’ expressed in the singular.

· Carole Pound is the Aphasia Alliance Spokesperson, Director of Innovation for the national charity Connect – the communication disability network and a qualified speech and language therapist.

· GfK NOP carried out the survey on behalf of the Aphasia Alliance between 15 and 24 February 2008. The survey consisted of three questions, the first of which was asked to a sample of 1000 adults from across the UK, the second and third questions were asked to a separate sample of 996 adults. Both waves of the survey were carried out as telephone interviews and the results are nationally weighted to give an accurate reflection of the telephone owning UK adult population.

· The 11 members of the Aphasia Alliance are ;

· British Aphasiology Society
· Chest, Heart & Stroke Scotland
· Connect – the communication disability network
· Different Strokes
· Dyscover
· Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists
· Speakability
· Speakeasy
· Speechmatters
· The Stroke Association
· The Tavistock Trust for Aphasia
· For further information please contact Richard Mountford on 0207 566 1534 or 07943 848949 or e-mail richard.mountford@aphasiaalliance.org
· The Aphasia Alliance has a range of case studies of different ages and each with a fascinating story to tell, available for interview and to feature in media pieces.

· Website: www.aphasiaalliance.org
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