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Abstract 
Conducting research with people with vision 
impairments presents an interesting tension: as 
researchers, our goal is to develop technology that will 
allow individuals to be more independent. At the same 
time, in our role as researchers, we are often placed in 
situations where we are expected to act as aides or 
confidantes. Our research is exploring technologies for 
people with vision impairments to aid in pedestrian 
navigation and making fashion choices. Our research 

probes cause people to consider their comfort level with 
being identified as having a disability, relive past 
unpleasant experiences of losing their vision, and 
confront their line of demarcation for independence vs. 
reliance on others and on technology. As well, our 
research methods, particularly in situ observations, 
cause the researcher to choose between being a silent 
observer and intervener, with their presence sometimes 
altering the findings. Along with our experiences, we 
offer potential discussion points for making a case to 
alter how we conduct research. For instance, we 
question whether remote observations should replace 
in-person. With this we hope to contribute to the 
community-wide discussions on the state and future of 
personal technology research. 
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Introduction 
Our research focuses on using technology to facilitate 
answers to subjective visual questions posed by people 
with vision impairments, specifically regarding 
pedestrian navigation and fashion choices. Subjective 
questions are particularly challenging because there is 
generally no single “right” answer. While many people 
may formulate an opinion based on their surroundings 
or social environment, for people with vision 
impairments this may be extremely difficult, if not 
impossible. For instance, knowing if one’s outfit is 
coordinated, appropriate for the occasion, and up-to-
date based on the latest fashion trends is nearly 
impossible to identify without being able to see others 
around you and in the media.  

Even though commercial products exist to provide users 
with directions, or identify colors, they are not a 
complete solution. In our research, we are working to 
design appropriate assistive technologies that go 
beyond the abilities of these commercial devices. We 
believe that iterative design with frequent input from 
end users (co-creating) is necessary designing assistive 
technology, as abandonment is high when user needs 
are not adequately understood [1]. To lessen our biases 
and assumptions, we often conduct studies using an 
exploratory, bottom-up approach where we first learn of 
the broad spectrum of current issues then iteratively 
narrow the focus and design for a particular need based 
on our participants’ feedback. Our methods have 
included diary studies, interviews, and in situ 
observations. 

While we have experienced many of the same personal 
revelations from our participants as others who conduct 
the same intimate and exploratory research with special 

population groups, we have also experienced a few 
unique encounters that raise ethical questions. This is 
primarily because we, as sighted researchers, are 
people who can answer the visual questions and provide 
the very assistance we’re trying to create technology to 
address. Thus there are often scenarios presented 
where we must decide the appropriate level of 
interaction. For instance, when observing a blind person 
navigate unfamiliar space, should we step in to provide 
sighted assistance along the way? Or when shown a 
participant’s favorite outfit should we provide our own 
opinion on its style?  

We are increasingly interested in the views of other 
researchers faced with dilemmas of capturing personal 
information and/or being so close to the data gathering 
process as to potentially interfere with the findings. 
Below we elaborate more on our specific interactions 
found in our research. We then discuss our thoughts 
with hopes of becoming part of a communal discussion 
on the future of personal technology development. 

Encountering Ethical Issues in Our Research 
Exploring and Finding More Than Expected 
By exploring our research areas at their most basic 
levels (such as, “How did you learn to navigate with a 
mobility aid?” or “How do you coordinate your outfits?”) 
we found that we were (unintentionally) prying into our 
participants’ personal lives. At the surface we learned 
details such as where people lived and frequented, their 
financial and employment statuses, even their body 
type. On a deeper, more emotional level, we were 
asking participants to focus on their disability and the 
challenges it presented in a visual world. These probes 
forced our participants to have a confrontation with 
their identity as a “person with a visual impairment”. 



 

As one example of inadvertently compelling identity 
exploration, we use our exploratory interviews where 
we asked participants to describe their initial Orientation 
& Mobility (navigation) training. It was revealed by 
those who lost their vision later in life that training only 
occurred after emotionally accepting the vision loss 
itself. Many participants recounted stories of 
embarrassing moments and emotional times they had 
leading up to (and ultimately causing them) to seek 
help. We also found that people who lost their vision as 
teens sometimes encountered bullying or tried to hide 
their vision loss to avoid being different and teased. 
Reliving the emotions of coping with vision loss was an 
unexpected avenue when seeking information about 
navigation training, though it became part of the 
narrative of our users and even identified new 
technology ideas for people in transition.  

Getting Close and Personal with Observational Probes 
We have found observation to be an informative method 
to experience navigation challenges firsthand. However, 
this method can be subjective as our presence has the 
potential to impact the data. For example, merely 
having a sighted person alongside a blind person can 
impact the social interactions while in the field. 
Additionally, the researcher must choose their role as 
either a silent (invisible) observer or the intervener. 

We have experienced many examples of these difficult 
social interactions. For one, people often assume the 
sighted person is a companion, if not a formal assistant 
or nurse, expecting the researcher to assist with tasks 
such as writing their name on a sign-in sheet or 
disembarking a van. We have also observed that people 
interact with our participants differently and look at the 
sighted researcher before answering the blind 

participant’s questions. In an observation in a shopping 
mall the participant explained the salespeople were the 
most helpful people she’s ever experienced. But they 
seemed to assess the researcher’s presence (and note-
taking) prior to answering her questions; thus we 
conjectured they might have changed their responses 
upon being evaluated. Lastly, in interviews participants 
often described physical interactions while walking, such 
as strangers pulling on their arm without notice, but 
these interactions were notably missing from the 
observations.  

Admittedly decisions on whether or not to intervene 
often have to be made on the fly and thus may vary. 
Overall, we have taken the position we named “safety 
and sanity”. If we perceive that the participant is in 
danger we will intervene, and if people in the 
environment notice the researcher we will not cause 
them insanity by pretending to be invisible. The impact 
of the social dynamics of in situ observations is visible in 
our findings, nonetheless. 

Building Positive Community Relationships 
Despite the potential for emotional identity 
confrontation and unintended interference by the 
researcher, detailed probes have the benefit of exposing 
unexpected findings and allowing data gathering without 
preconceived ideas. We have found these to be vital to 
our design approaches and plan to conduct more 
observations and in-depth interviews in the future. 
Given that, we feel learning from shared experiences 
and techniques for research rigor from other 
researchers and disciplines will help ensure co-creation 
research is not negatively affected by potential social 
and emotional interactions, but rather enhanced. 



 

From our own experiences we continue to think of ways 
to keep participants feeling empowered and 
independent. We turn their signs of vulnerability (such 
as coping with vision loss) into significant research 
findings. These findings help educate the technical 
community about their technical needs but also 
showcase the population’s diversity, debunking any 
notion, for instance, that “people with vision 
impairments” is a singular group and not a collection of 
individuals. We also recently convened a dedicated team 
of participants for long-term engagement, allowing 
them to continually provide input and be a part of the 
co-creation process from start to finish.  

We also utilize the entire qualitative research 
methodology, triangulating our findings whenever 
possible to stem the effects of potential findings 
interference. We particularly prefer diary studies, which 
allow users to reflect on their statements rather than 
feel compelled to answer direct questions and speak a 
statement in haste. In addition we have considered 

remote observations (such as using a streaming camera 
feed) to be used in lieu of, or as part of the 
triangulation, for in-person observations. 

From other qualitative researchers (particularly with at-
risk populations) we can learn more ways to use the 
personal findings to aid our end users but also 
techniques for lessening interference by the researcher 
and on the lives of participants. As with the findings of 
our exploratory research, a dedicated and rigorous 
exchange of ideas with a diverse research community 
will undoubtedly yield unexpected findings, but also a 
very relevant set of directions for the future of personal 
technology research. 
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