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Abstract    

We present a process and its analysis for live audio description of a fashion show 
that contained only music and no dialogue. Our findings suggest that using a con-
tent expert with a process that combines conventional audio description techniques 
with colour commentary techniques to allow emotion and excitement as well as 
description of the important visual elements is enjoyable and entertaining for 
blind, low-vision and sighted audiences. In addition, we found that about 60 per-
cent of the content of the live show could be described in a timely manner. Final-
ly, we found that the describer added about three times as many descriptions from 
a prepared script as were omitted. 

INTRODUCTION 

The social and cultural discourses that entertainment media provides helps to 
shape and define us as a society. It is so ubiquitous that individuals who are unable 
to equally participate can be isolated from or experience distinct disadvantages in 
access cultural and social activities. Within the low-vision and blind communities, 
equal access to and, hence, participation in live events which are often dominated 
by visual presentations (e.g., theatre, parades, sports, fashion shows, etc.) and the 
discourses that they open up remain, for the most part, inaccessible. Individuals 
with vision impairments often have difficulty with understanding action occurring 
within a visual context, negatively affecting their ability to absorb a similar expe-
rience as their sighted peers. While a variety of audio description (AD) strategies 
have been implemented to make live events more accessible to blind and low-
vision communities, there has been little research reporting the effects of these 
services.  

BACKGROUND 

The audio-only description of events exists in two separate contexts: accessibility 
and athletics. One type of audio description first arose through the advent of the 
radio. Listeners could tune into a sporting event, experiencing it via the descrip-
tions and commentary of a radio broadcaster who was present at the event. The in-
formation conveyed through this kind of commentary, however, is usually far 
more useful for people who have knowledge of the sport and the teams that are 
playing than those who have never seen the sport being played, or had it properly 
explained to them.  
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Within the context of accessibility and assistive technologies, audio description 
provides individuals with vision impairments access to verbal descriptions of 
some (but not all) visual information. These aural descriptions are inserted in the 
non-dialog spaces (during silent, music-only, or minor sound effects occasions) of 
film, television, or live content (National Centre for Accessible Media, 2003; 
Wall, 2002). Without access to AD, individuals with vision impairments remain at 
a unique social disadvantage, as they are unable to fully participate in a culture 
that is heavily saturated by and based on the enjoyment of audiovisual entertain-
ment experiences (Packer & Kirchner, 1997).   
Audio Description Associates (n.d.) and the National Center for Accessible Media 
(2003) provide a very thorough description of the guidelines and conventions for 
the AD of live and post-production content. Their suggested approach/strategy 
supports the notion of the camera lens metaphor which was developed by G. 
Frazier in the 1970s and expanded upon by Pfanstiehl and Pfanstiehl in 1980s 
(Synder, 2004). Adhering to this approach, the describer is meant to be an objec-
tive interpreter and translator of the important visual events, costumes, scenes, and 
effects that cannot be disambiguated through sound. Describers are encouraged to 
use precise but highly descriptive language, a strategy recommended regardless of 
venue or genre. There are also some limited variations regarding the timing of de-
scription with their corresponding visual events within this common approach. For 
example, some description services allow for descriptions to occur sometime be-
fore or after the actual visual event being described while others insist that the de-
scription should occur at the same time as the visual event being described. 
For live events, the quality and quantity of description is primarily dependent 
upon the event and the length of the show’s engagement at a theatre. In the United 
Kingdom and the United States of America, many theatres offer audio description 
for theatrical events. However, the availability and delivery of live description 
services varies from theatre to theatre, although, for the most part, it is often se-
verely limited to very specific show times and dates where audio describers can be 
scheduled. Alternatively, Kennedy Centre for the Arts (n.d) schedules AD by re-
quest, although two weeks notice is required. 
However, the accurate and seamless description of live events requires commit-
ment of more time and resources than most budgets normally allow. For example, 
the describer must become familiar with the entire production, including the 
script, playwright, historical backdrop, the director’s intended message, acting 
style, music, and other factors in order to determine the optimal description. In ad-
dition, there is little research that provides guidance on how to produce efficient 
and effective AD.  
Theatres must also invest in AD hardware (ear pieces, microphones, etc.) and fa-
cilities (the construction of a booth, promotional displays, etc.). The AD is then 
broadcast through the system to wireless headsets that audience members wear. 
Only audience members wearing headsets receive the descriptions.  
Some non-profit organizations like Audio Description Associates (n.d.), Arts 
Access Inc. (n.d.), Arts and Visually Impaired Audiences (n.d.), The Metropolitan 
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Washington Ear (n.d.) use volunteers to provide AD for one or two select theatre 
performances, often requiring a brief audition (Audio Description International, 
n.d.; National Theatre, n.d.) and/or training (Hospital Audiences Inc., n.d.). Some 
theatres find their own volunteer describers (Pitlochry Festival Theatre, n.d.; Cen-
terstage, n.d.).  
Others take an open description approach where the description is available to all 
audience members. For example, Extant, a theatre company in the UK made up of 
visually impaired performers, wrote the AD for their production “Resistance” as 
part of the original the script. This then alleviates the need to hire or find outside 
describers (British Council for the Arts, n.d.). 
Several theatres and theatre companies offer additional services for blind and low-
vision audiences: a live (The Royal Lyceum Theatre, n.d.; Guthrie Theatre, n.d.) 
or recorded (English National Opera, n.d.) AD of program notes, an audio version 
of season brochure (The Royal Court Theatre, n.d.), large print program (Cumber-
nauld Theatre, 2003), and pre-performance touch/sensory tours where blind and 
low-vision individuals are invited to feel the sets, props, and costumes used during 
the show (Orange Tree Theatre, n.d.; The Royal National Theatre, n.d.; The Royal 
Shakespeare Company, 2006; Derby Playhouse, n.d.; Birmingham Hippodrome, 
2006).  
AD for long-term performances has the potential to be more financially viable as 
the cost of making the event accessible can be recuperated over time, especially if 
the accessibility features offered do not require additional staff for each show. One 
company in the US, Sound Associates Inc., provides such a service. This company 
uses a similar process to that used in post-production AD for television and film – 
the AD is pre-recorded and edited to fit the original sound track. It can then be 
played for every performance. This eliminates the need to schedule special de-
scribed performances where a live describer is available.  
Sound Associates produce their AD in house (Steve Harris, Director of Sales and 
Operation, New York Office, Sound Associates, personal communication, August 
23, 2006). The person who writes the descriptions often records them after having 
watched the show and authored an “AD script”. The author is seldom trained in 
AD or theatre arts. The ADs are recorded as digital files and then made into short 
audio clips. These clips are then queued to be triggered as lighting cues from the 
lighting board as controlled by the lighting technician. 
Because the shows are live, there can be slight changes in the timing or errors that 
occur. The description timing can be adjusted to account for these differences be-
cause the lighting technician can make slight timing alterations or description 
omissions to accommodate them. For example, if an actor makes her entrance late, 
the description which explicitly notes her entrance could be delayed or even omit-
ted by lighting technician. In some cases, additional lighting cues (where no light-
ing changes actually occur) are created to ensure that descriptions are synchro-
nized properly to the live action on stage. The advantages of this type of services 
are that it can be reused for all performances of a long running show. However, 
the disadvantages are that the describer has little investment in the event on an on-
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going basis, there is little spontaneity that is normally associated with live theatre, 
and there has been little research on the entertainment value of this type of de-
scription.  
Research carried out by Pettitt, Sharpe & Cooper (1996), Peli & Fine (1996) and 
Schmeidler & Kirchner (2001), showed that AD had positive outcomes for televi-
sion viewers. They found that AD provided comprehension, enjoyment, and cul-
tural participation benefits to people with vision impairments, and that people pre-
ferred watching television with AD than without it. Peli & Fine (1996) also found 
that sighted viewers experienced benefits from the ADs, positively affecting their 
comprehension level of a television program. Fels et. al. (2006) compared a first 
person narrative style of AD, where the main character of the show presented AD 
in first person, with the more conventional 3rd person AD style. They found that 
viewers reported that the first person version was less trustworthy but preferred it 
anyway because it was more entertaining. A question then arises regarding the en-
tertainment and information expectations and desires of vision impaired au-
diences.  
All of this research was carried out for pre-programmed television; no live content 
with or without description was considered. However, considerations of presenta-
tion style, voice, emotion, and other artistic characteristics may play an important 
role in providing more equivalent experiences of cultural content (live or pro-
grammed) for people with vision impairments.  
In on-line environments, there are some guidelines for AD provided in the Web 
Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0 (WCAG) (W3C, 1999) but these mostly re-
late to post-production video materials rather than to live webcasts. It also appears 
that considerations are being made to move AD from a checkpoint (checkpoint 
1.2) to a best practices section meaning that is it only a recommendation rather 
than a requirement for web-based pre-recorded video. In the most recent working 
draft of WCAG 2.0 (W3C, 2008), AD is part of guidelines 1.2.2, 1.2.4 and 1.2.6 
meaning that it is again appearing as a web accessibility requirement rather than 
only a recommended best practice. However, there is no requirement for audio de-
scribing live video content which may be due to the popularity of webcams, live 
webcasts, and the difficulty and lack of process/guidelines available for providing 
live descriptions.  
The widespread adoption of sports broadcasting via radio did not arise out of a de-
sire to accommodate individuals with disabilities, but rather to include remote par-
ticipants. While AD for people who are blind and low-vision tends to be highly 
factual, sports commentary adds an emotional element. Hansen (1999) argues that 
two forms of talk exist within sports commentary: “play-by-play, a description of 
the ongoing action, and colour commentary, a narrative composed of background 
information and interpretation of the action” (269-70). While the play-by-play is 
similar in style to AD in that it provides an aural description of visual events, co-
lour commentary is infused with emotion. According to McGuire (2002), a bas-
ketball announcer must possess specific skills to be successful. They must be pre-
pared and familiar with the teams, the roster as well as individual and team 
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statistics. Commentators should be able to aurally describe what is visually occur-
ring on the court, giving listeners an up-to-date picture of what is occurring on and 
off the court. McGuire argues that announcers must capture the excitement of the 
game for their listeners and translate it, through their choice of words and their de-
livery, to their listeners. It is the excitement of the game combined with the factual 
information that provides the entertainment value of sports commentary. We sug-
gest that an alternative approach to the conventional form of AD where emotive 
elements would be included within the description would prove beneficial. In ad-
dition, we hold that AD should be considered as an integral creative element of the 
narrative. 
In this paper, we present the techniques used and the data collected from one live 
described fashion show, Ryerson University’s Mass Exodus 2006: Open Concept. 
The show was also webcast for a live on-line audience. As part of this event, we 
explored the use of a description style that blended conventional AD techniques 
with colour commentary techniques in a live context in order to affect the enter-
tainment value of the show for blind and low-vision audiences. We present a de-
scription of the live description technique used for the fashion show and the sub-
jective audience reaction data that was collected from sighted and vision impaired 
live and on-line audiences. 

MASS EXODUS AND THE LIVE DESCRIPTION PROCESS 

Each year, Ryerson University’s School of Fashion hosts a premiere fashion show 
which runs for three days. This show is a venue for graduating students to display 
their collections for the public as well as members of the fashion industry. 
Throughout the production of this year’s fashion show, concerns regarding the ac-
cessibility of the event began to surface, leading to the development and incorpo-
ration of devices and services that would enable blind/low-vision, deaf/hard of 
hearing and remote users the opportunity to fully experience the fashion show 
through the use of assistive technology.  
Without the presence of a describer, the fashion show would have been complete-
ly inaccessible to individuals with vision impairments as, apart from the opening 
speeches, the show contained only music and no dialogue. The show’s extremely 
limited engagement required that any AD had to be provided live instead of pre-
produced. 

METHOD 

This study was primarily concerned with the impact of the description process on 
the describer. In order to provide description with a focus on entertainment rather 
than information, and according to earlier research on the requirements for live 
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AD (Branje, et. al, 2006), we believed that the describer for the fashion show had 
to be knowledgeable and passionate about the event she was to describe. As a re-
sult, an upper year student from the fashion school who had been involved in pro-
ducing the previous years’ show was selected. This student also had theatre train-
ing from a previous university degree, making her an excellent fit for the 
describing task as she had an in-depth knowledge of the fashion, was a mature up-
per year student, knew many of the fashion students personally, and knew how to 
control her voice according to standard theatrical practices. The describer was 
asked to keep a journal detailing the process that she went through to form the de-
scription script, including interviews, collection notes, and her own thoughts.  
The information gathering process that the describer followed included: attending 
a three-hour AD workshop, interviewing students about their collections, and par-
ticipating in production meetings with the organizers, and technical crews. From 
there, she was able to write notes for each collection and make decisions about 
what to say, how to say it and what could be left out. During the first performance 
of the show (which was not described), the describer was able to run a “descrip-
tion dress rehearsal” to practice. 
To ensure that she did not interrupt other audience members during the actual de-
scribed show, the describer was positioned at the back of the theatre, beside the 
webcast and audio booth, and located within a sound-proof enclosure. She was 
able to watch the show through a large window facing the stage. The describer had 
her own light, note stand, and stool. A microphone in the enclosure relayed the 
AD from the describer through a wireless FM loop to the earpieces of those au-
dience members who expressed interest in hearing the show described.  Feedback 
from those listening to the AD of the live event was not available to the describer 
at any point before, during or after the performance. These comments, therefore, 
did not affect the describer’s modifications throughout the performance.  
For the fashion show, there were 283 outfits that were shown by 59 designers (ap-
proximately five to seven outfits each), of which the describer prepared descrip-
tion notes for 187 outfits (66 percent). There was little research to guide the num-
ber of outfits that could reasonably be described, and the researchers and describer 
believed that describing all outfits would result in cognitive overload and fatigue 
because there was a new outfit appearing every 15 seconds. It would have been 
difficult for the describer to accurately communicate the complexity of each outfit 
shown on stage in that 15 second window, every 15 seconds for the entire show 
lasting one hour and forty-five minutes. As a result, we estimated that 66 percent 
would be a reasonable compromise. 
The researchers and the describer also wanted to create description that was con-
ducive to the “laissez faire” and playful attitude of a fashion show. To communi-
cate this feeling, the describer included background information of each designer’s 
collection which focused on their inspiration for their collection. This added time 
to the collection description so that it would not be possible to describe each outfit 
before the next collection appeared.  
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DATA ANALYSIS 

Very little research on the use and measurement of live AD has been published. 
Looking to the data, we wanted to understand the types and quantities of varia-
tions made between prepared AD notes/script and the AD offered up during the 
describer’s actual performance.  
To this end, two researchers analyzed the variations between the describer’s AD 
script and the description provided for the actual performance. Sutcliffe & Rugg 
(1998) provide a taxonomy of error types which researchers used to determine the 
variations to analyze.  
Three major variations, Commission, Omission, and Other, and several sub-
variations were identified and defined. Commission variations occurred when a 
description was added to script, while Omission variations occurred when some-
thing was left out. Other variations arose when there was a combination of Omis-
sion and Commission variations occurring together or a variation that was neither 
commission nor omission (e.g., word substitution).  
Commission variations were further classified into four sub-categories: general 
improvisations, description improvisations, order descriptions and error miss-
peaks. A general improvisation was defined as the addition of a comment that was 
not directly related to the description of clothing or action occurring on stage. 
General improvisations did not provide any narrative or descriptive function (e.g., 
“wahoo!” and “ah, I wish I had time to describe them another one!”). Description 
improvisations, however, directly related to the onstage action and/or assisted in 
bettering understanding (e.g., “model turns her back to the audience to reveal …”) 
or where personal opinions were inserted (e.g., “I don’t really see how they can 
see their way down the runway”).  
Order descriptions were noted when the describer clearly verbalized a transition 
to the description of a different model (e.g., “the next model is wearing…” or “a 
man wearing…”). These descriptions were unrelated to the specific outfit being 
shown. Error misspeaks were defined as the describer’s verbal deviation from the 
intended meaning of her notes or when she said something that was incorrect (e.g., 
“there are five dancers…oops, I mean four!”). Error misspeaks are further sub-
categorized into those that were verbally corrected and those that were not verbal-
ly corrected. 
Variations of omission were also divided into three sub-categories: unused back-
ground notes, partial description, and model omitted. Unused background notes 
occurred when the describer did not include notes she made about a collection 
prior to the show in her live AD. Background notes were included within the 
script as bullet points, ranging from two or three words (e.g., "all silk including 
lining") to a sentence (e.g., "the girls believe there's a need in the market for fun 
formal wear for petite women because the designers themselves have trouble find-
ing clothes"). Partial description occurred when the describer was unable to in-
clude the description of an entire outfit and tended to be only a few words long 
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(e.g., “poufy, short capped sleeves”). Model omitted was used when the describer 
did not describe a model for which she had a prepared description.  
There were also some variations that included elements of commission and omis-
sion. Incorporation of notes occurred when the describer took a previously omit-
ted collection summary point from her notes and incorporated it into the actual de-
scription of another outfit. Word substitution occurred when the describer 
substituted one word for another (“tough like the boys” instead of “just like the 
boys”). Description error in notes occurred when the notes deviated from what 
has happening on stage (notes read “top is strapless”, yet during performance de-
scriber corrected herself “oh no, it’s got straps, just kidding!”).  

RESULTS 

Describer Variations Analysis 

A χ2 analysis of variations in the Omission and Commission categories shows a 
significant difference between all of the sub-categories, (omission categories: 
χ2(2,468) = 61.34; commission categories: χ2(3,468) = 65.59, p< 0.05); and be-
tween the commission and omission categories: χ2(1,468) = 82.09, p< 0.05). Fig-
ure 1 – 3 shows the number of occurrences of each variance type. There were a to-
tal of 332 Commission variations, 136 Omission Variations, and 15 Other 
variations made to the 492 description notes in the script.  
Commission variations included: General Improvisations, Description Improvisa-
tions, Order Descriptions and Error Misspeaks. The describer added 56 General 
Improvisations. Description Improvisations and Order Descriptions contained the 
highest number of occurrences (136 and 98 occurrences respectively). There were 
42 instances of Error misspeaks, 28 of which were verbally corrected. 
The most frequent Omission variation, Unused Background Notes, occurred 88 
times, while Partial Description Omissions occurred 25 times. Eighteen model de-
scriptions were completely omitted. 
The fewest variations were made in the Other category which included five word 
substitutions, seven incorporation of notes and two error in notes. In general, oc-
currences of variations in the Other category were considerably lower than those 
in the Omission or Commission categories. 
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Fig. 1. Commission Variations   
 

 
Fig. 2. Omission Variations   
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Fig. 3. Other Variations   
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Fig. 4 Distribution of Omission Variations Over Time 

 
Fig. 5 Distribution of Commission Variations Over Time 
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Direct Feedback from Sighted and Vision Impaired Live Audience 
Members. 

To obtain feedback from participants, an online and face-to-face survey was con-
ducted. All participants present at the fashion show were asked to individually re-
spond to 11 questions pertaining to description quality (technical quality, speed, 
language level, and style), entertainment value of fashion show, and of the de-
scription (strengths, weaknesses, and understandability). The online version of the 
questionnaire was similar except that it related to the webcast instead of the live 
show. Sighted audience members were also asked similar questions as well as 
some additional information about any previous experience with AD. Blind au-
dience members were asked these demographic questions prior to the show as they 
were known a priori. Sighted audience members were ad hoc and expressed inter-
est in listening to the live description once at the show. Some of the sighted au-
dience members were companions of those who were blind. 
All blind audience members were interviewed for about 15 minutes immediately 
following the show and the sighted audience members completed a written version 
of the questionnaire.  
There were three blind audience members, two male, one under the age of 18 and 
one in the 35-55 range, and one female, in the 35-55 range, who attended the 
show. All three people reported being entertained by the fashion show and two 
people reported that the describer “brought the fashion show to life” and filled in 
details. Two people reported that the ambient music for the fashion show was too 
loud and interfered with their ability to hear the describer. Two people reported 
that they liked the describer’s enthusiasm and emotion, and the extra details that 
she provided such as the motivation behind each designer’s collection. One person 
wanted just the description without the emotion but still reported that they liked 
the style. Finally, one person suggested that describers should be careful about us-
ing visual terminology to describe a visual scene but instead use metaphors from 
other senses (e.g., colour as a feeling). All three people suggested that they would 
be comfortable conversing with sighted people about the show and that the de-
scription provided would facilitate their discussion. 
There were four female and one male sighted audience members who completed a 
questionnaire. There were two people between 50 and 59 years, one person who 
was over 60 years, one person in the 40-49 age group and one person in the 30-39 
age category. Only one person of these five had any experience with AD, listing it 
as seldom used. Three of the five said that they were somewhat entertained by the 
fashion show itself and two said they were very entertained indicating that their 
experience at the fashion show was positive. When asked specifically about the 
AD, two people stated that they were very entertained while one person was 
somewhat entertained and one other was only a bit entertained by the descriptions 
(one person did not rate this question). Reasons that influenced this level enjoy-
ment related to the high volume level of the music track, similar to that reported 
by the vision impaired audience members. Seating for most of the study partici-
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pants was assigned to the front row very near the main speakers that played the 
music for the show, and it was indeed very loud. One person stated that the de-
scription style with the “affective content” added to her enjoyment of it. However, 
another person found it distracting and did not seem to like that the describer add-
ed her own comments. Responses to specific questions about the quality of the 
elements of the description varied but all of them were positive. All sighted sub-
jects stated that the speed of the description was good or very good. Two people 
rated the technical quality (e.g., sound level, voice, volume level) as good, one as 
very good and one as neutral. Three people rated the description quality (language 
level, terminology, and errors) as neutral and one as very good. Finally, two 
people rated the style of the description (emotional content, etc.) as very good, one 
as good and one as alright. One person had difficulty with the sound levels and did 
not answer these questions. Two people said that the description helped them a lot 
in understanding the fashion show, one as somewhat helpful and one as a bit help-
ful. When asked to identify weaknesses, people reported that there was too much 
detail and that the describer made errors, such as saying “um” too often. However, 
when asked to identify the strengths, all of the respondents enjoyed the style, the 
emotion, and the enthusiasm of the describer. Most reported that they very much 
enjoyed the description, one person even reported that she had a very good first 
experience with live description. 

Feedback from Webcast Participants 

By coincidence, all five participants who watched the fashion show via web 
broadcast were low-vision, while all participants attending the fashion show live 
were blind. After watching the fashion show, webcast participants completed a 
feedback questionnaire. All participants were female with two being in the 19-29 
age range, one in the 30-39 range, one in the 40-49 range and one in the 60+ 
range. Four people reported that they were very interested in the fashion show and 
one reported that it was not very interesting. Three people found that the descrip-
tion was very entertaining, while two found it not very entertaining. Two people 
found the speed of the description as too slow, two found it just right, and one 
found it too fast. Three people found that the description was good quality, where 
quality for live description was defined as the number of errors audience members 
noticed and the completeness of the description. Two people found it as low quali-
ty. Three people reported that they liked the style of the description better than on 
television, one did not like the style and one thought is was ok but liked the televi-
sion style better. In the feedback questionnaire people were also asked to provide 
written comments on the strengths and weaknesses of the show. Two people 
commented on the need to improve the technical quality of the video/audio cast 
(the video was grainy when enlarged, sound was somewhat muffled). One person 
reported that she “thoroughly enjoyed the show” and one person suggested that the 
describer should have been more “professional”.  
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DISCUSSION 

Comparing the describer’s script with the verbal descriptions voiced during the ac-
tual performance of the fashion show provides some interesting insight into the 
process of planning and delivering live description. We have also begun to under-
stand the types and frequency of script variations, and their impact on audiences. 
Frequency analysis of the variations and the questionnaires provide data through 
which to identify aspects of the fashion show that were especially strong as well as 
those that needed improvement. Audience feedback also provides researchers with 
important qualitative data. However, the describer was not privy to these com-
ments and, therefore, any improvisations or omissions made to the script during 
the performance were not influenced by audience input. 
Early on, the research team and the describer decided that it would be too rushed 
to describe everything that was occurring on stage, especially since most collec-
tion featured five outfits and each collection was shown in less than one minute. 
When collections were created by two designers, seven outfits were created. How-
ever, only four collections featured two designers. For these four collections, the 
describer generally described one or two additional outfits. Focusing on quality ra-
ther than quantity, the team started with the goal of describing 60 percent of the 
outfits. The final version of the prepared description script included descriptions 
for 66 percent (187 of 283) of all the outfits.  
During the described performance, 90 percent of the prepared descriptions were 
used (there were only 18 of the prepared model descriptions completely omitted) 
so about 60 percent of the outfits were actually described over a one hour and for-
ty-five minute period (which was our initial target). From the questionnaire re-
sults, there were no complaints about the speed of the description from the live 
audience and two of the five online viewers (40 percent) found the description too 
slow, while only one found it too fast. For this particular fashion show, the feed-
back we received would illustrate that describing three out of five outfits was a sa-
tisfactory description speed.  
Given this presentation rate, we expected that the describer would become fati-
gued as the show progressed resulting in more omission variations and fewer 
commissions variations from the notes. It was thus surprising to find a significant 
and positive correlation between the number of commission variations and time. 
The describer added more information to the outfits as time progressed.  
The describer added 188 improvised comments during the show which were di-
vided into those that related to the performance and those that did not. This divi-
sion enables us to determine the frequency of comments contextually relevant to 
the fashion show.  
If we examine the quality pattern of the show as subjectively identified by the de-
scriber, the commission variation pattern seems to somewhat follow a quality pat-
tern of the collection presentation. She identified one collection at the beginning, 
five in the middle and two at the end of the show as being the highest quality. The 
describer was very excited by these collections and seemed to add more descrip-
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tion to emphasize the detail and complexity of these outfits and their presentation. 
In addition, she may have gained confidence in her abilities to add descriptions 
because her cadence and speaking patterns became comfortable and more prac-
ticed as the show progressed. One of the potential disadvantages of having de-
scribers add the emotive elements to their descriptions, particularly live descrip-
tions, is that describer biases can be introduced. However, this also adds to the 
entertainment and excitement value of the description which, in this case, seemed 
to have been enjoyed by the audience members. 
The describer added 132 of 188 (70 percent) improvised descriptions that directly 
related to the description of action on the stage and in the theatre. Hedrick (2000) 
argues that engaging colour commentary often takes into consideration the venue 
as a whole, including the venue itself and members of the audience. The describer 
for the fashion show provided improvised AD, relaying visual events that were 
occurring onstage verbally so that those with vision impairments realised what 
was happening as the event unfolded. For example, when describing part of a fe-
tish wear collection the describer added "I am not kidding" in a very playful tone 
when she described that the dress had “a hole in the back revealing bum crack and 
cheeks”. The audience members seemed to appreciate these types of comments as 
most of the live and webcast audiences reported liking this style of description 
better than that seen on television. 
Several visual onstage events prompted the entire audience to react audibly. Be-
cause blind or low-vision audience members lacked the ability to contextualize 
audio reactions to visual effects, the describer’s awareness of these visual prompts 
was essential to ensure that their experience as spectators was inclusive. When au-
dience members applauded as dynamic clothing features were revealed, the de-
scriber provided a verbal explanation that was not included in the prepared notes. 
For example, when a model dropped a hood that transformed into a train, the de-
scriber said “the audience is clapping because the model just dropped her hood to 
reveal…”. When the visual cause of the audio effect was explained to listeners, 
they were then able to participate, for, although they were unable to see the event, 
they shared knowledge of the event itself. As unpredictable events occur at live 
events, even shows that are well-rehearsed, it is important that the describer be 
permitted to add descriptions to account for these events. In this particular show, 
the describer added 326 descriptions to the 492 planned ones with a majority (40 
percent or 132 out of 326) of those additions being words or phrases. 
In some cases, visual causes had no immediate audio reaction from the audience 
and, when this occurred, the describer explained the action. As part of a children’s 
collection, five young girls were ushered onstage in flower girl outfits, the de-
scriber chose to account for their actions and those of the audience: "the girls are 
waving to the audience and the audience is waving back”. Were they omitted and 
only the descriptions of the dresses themselves presented, low-vision and blind 
spectator’s knowledge and experience of, and participation in the event as a 
whole, could have been considerably reduced. We believe that having descriptions 
for these types of spontaneous visual events added to the entertainment value of 
the show as a whole.  
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Thirty percent of the improvised descriptions (97 out of 326 commission descrip-
tions) were considered to be contextually unnecessary as they did not provide ad-
ditional information about a specific outfit or were unrelated to the show itself. 
For example, in an explanation about the motivation for a particular collection, the 
describer said “bodies aren’t uniform, why should underwear be” as indicated in 
her notes and then stated “she’s right!” as an additional personal reflection. Non-
fashion related descriptions seemed to be used mostly to cover “dead air” while 
others served to describe the emotional and/or physical state of the describer. 
Other descriptions that were counted in this category were ones that provided tran-
sitional descriptions, such as when models were switching positions, as in “the 
next model is wearing…”. These types of descriptions were usually not explicitly 
part of the description notes, but were implied by the order of the descriptions 
listed in them. Most of the blind and vision impaired live and webcast audience 
members stated that they liked having the additional descriptions as it added to 
their enjoyment of the show. Similar to the approach used in colour commentary, 
adding this type of personal commentary is encouraged and forms part of the an-
nouncer’s stylistic character and ability to engage an audience. 
The final category of commission variations was error misspeaks where the de-
scriber deviates from the intended meaning of her notes or states that something 
was incorrect. Thirteen percent of the commission variations (41 of 326 varia-
tions) were error misspeaks. Of these, 27 were verbally corrected while 14 were 
not corrected. An example of this type of variation was “widely beaded necklace, 
oh neckline!”. One of the blind audience members commented that the quality of 
the description was good because the describer corrected her mistakes. This may 
have improved the describer’s trustworthiness because she openly admitted to 
making an error and then corrected it giving the audience the impression that she 
wanted to be as accurate as possible. The audience was able to appreciate that 
there would be errors given that it was a live performance and there would be little 
opportunity to review descriptions and make error corrections as there is for tele-
vision and film description. These types of errors also increased towards the end 
of the show perhaps indicating that the describer was becoming fatigued. In some 
theatres, such as the Royal Lyceum Theatre (Royal Lyceum Theatre, n.d.) and 
Vocal Eyes (Vocal Eyes, n.d.), two describers are used in an attempt reduce fati-
gue on the describers. In our case, the describer only performed for one show so 
she was able to rest following the show. However, where multiple shows are de-
scribed during a particular run, fatigue may become a greater issue requiring the 
use of more than one describer for any one show.  
Omission variations tended to increase slightly as the show progressed until about 
thirty-second collection where they peaked at the collection immediately follow-
ing the “five most difficult collections” as identified by the describer (seven of 11 
collection background notes were omitted for this collection and there were two 
other omissions for this one collection alone). It seems that the describer was ex-
periencing some fatigue at this point due to the complexity of the previous collec-
tions; she gave a very large sigh of relief after completing the description for the 
five collections. Her fatigue was then likely reflected in her increased omissions. 
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After this one collection, the number of omissions seemed to become fewer as in-
dicated by the negative but not significant trend in correction of omission errors 
with collection order or presentation time.  
Only 14 percent (18 out of 130) of omissions were complete omissions of a 
planned description. This type of omission most often occurred when the describer 
was rushed and this meant that only 18 of 187 (10 percent) outfits for which there 
was prepared description were omitted during the live show. Preparing to describe 
more than the intended number of outfits gave the describer the opportunity to 
omit collection notes and outfit descriptions if she was running out of time and/or 
wanted to add new pertinent commentary that was not within the description 
script. The describer was also able to use previously omitted collection notes later 
in between or at the end of a collection, which she did on six occasions. In addi-
tion, it was not necessary to prepare descriptions for every outfit saving the de-
scriber unnecessary preparation effort. 
On several occasions, the omission of an outfit description and background notes 
seemed purely due to lack of time. During one of the collection descriptions, this 
problem was especially evident; the describer states: “Ah! I wish I had time to de-
scribe another one but I don't!”. In a similar predicament, the describer initially 
thought that she had run out of time, but midway through stating this, was able to 
incorporate part of the omitted description by saying, “I didn't have time to de-
scribe that one, which is too bad because it has a really beautiful…dark denim 
open lapel, wide collar jacket that goes down to the waist”.  
The availability of the additional prepared information also provided the describer 
with a “description safety reserve”, giving her the ability to prioritize descriptions 
and collection notes. For example, 19 percent of all omissions (25 out of 130) 
were unused notes where the describer omitted some of the introductory informa-
tion that she made about each collection. The availability of additional description 
information may have also served to reduce the number of non-fashion related 
general improvisations as well. 
Sixty-seven percent (87 out of 130 omissions) were words that were eliminated 
from the description notes of an outfit. These omission variations could have been 
intentional where the describer was making creative decisions based on timing or 
relevance of an item. There is, of course, the possibility that the describer inadver-
tently skipped over descriptions, words, or collection notes simply by mistake.  
The describer’s ability to spontaneously react to, and describe the action that was 
occurring on stage can be attributed, at least in part, to her education as a fashion 
and theatre student. Two of three live audience members and three of five blind or 
low-vision webcast audience members appreciated the describer’s knowledge of 
fashion and reported that it positively affected their entertainment. The describer’s 
training enabled her to improvise descriptions that were concise while serving to 
embellish those that were pre-planned: “[the outfits] are so extremely detailed; 
there are so many dozens of layers, multiple fabrics and shades”.  
The describer’s theatrical training allowed her to improvise throughout the live 
performance, as she was aware that her prepared AD might not be representative 



19 

  

of events occurring on stage. She made time to add pertinent information that she 
had not noticed before and, therefore, these descriptions were unscripted: “oh, and 
there's grey ruffled detailing that I didn't notice before”. Similarly, the describer 
took into account what parts of outfits could not be seen by sighted audience 
members, incorporating it as part of the AD: “…a pink spandex bikini which you 
can’t really see because it is under…”. Two of the three blind and low-vision au-
dience members watching the show live stated that one of the strengths of the AD 
was the level of detail that was relayed to them, including what the models were 
wearing and what was occurring on stage.  
The describer’s emotional delivery, no doubt indebted to her passion for fashion 
and theatre, seemed to play a factor in blind and low-vision and all of the sighted 
spectators enjoyment, all but one arguing that it was one of the strengths of the 
live event. Emphasizing the contextually relevant aspects of each collection, while 
simultaneously infusing her commentary with her emotional reaction to each col-
lection, the describer was able to connect to her audience, catering to the expe-
rience of a fashion show. 
The describer’s emotional descriptions of the collections did hinder the enjoyment 
of one vision impaired and one sighted spectator who stated, “I just wanted the de-
scriptions, no[thing] too emotional”. It is not surprising that some spectators found 
the style of description to be a weakness because it is different from the conven-
tional form of description on television. Almost all AD is stylistically very similar, 
occurring using third-person narration, the describer taking on a neutral presence 
outside of the narrative they describe. While more factual, neutral tone descrip-
tions may actually be a preference, it may also be the result of what is familiar, 
comfortable, and trustworthy. Fels, et. al. (2006) have begun to explore the affects 
of describer style on the credibility of the description versus the entertainment 
value of it but much remains to be explored. Considerable research in different 
live and programmed domains remains to ascertain the impact of different descrip-
tion styles on audiences. 
One blind spectator voiced concern with the describer’s sight-centric terminology, 
preferring that the describer focus on her additional senses, saying “don’t describe 
things in visual terms, find phrases, metaphors, think of other senses, textile, co-
lour…super saturated…faded”. The literature of the topic of communication be-
tween sighted and blind individuals seems to be in disagreement with this user’s 
opinion, many blatantly addressing the issue of sighted terminology and encourag-
ing its use (Blind Sport New Zealand Inc., 2001; American Foundation for the 
Blind, n.d.; Vision Australia, n.d.; US Department of Education – NIDRR, n.d.) 
Further research regarding sight-centric language and AD is required to address 
this issue. 
One final issue of concern suggested by most of the audience members was the 
music volume for the show was too loud which made it difficult to hear the de-
scription through the headset, even with the volume controls on the headset. In 
this fashion show example, the house audio was not broadcast through the headset. 
In live performances where there is loud music such as in the fashion show and 
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AD combined, people using the AD with wireless headsets should be seated away 
from the speakers so that the two audio sources do not interfere with each other. 
This usually means that people using AD should not be seated in the front row of 
the theatre – a place often reserved for people with disabilities.   

LIMITATIONS 

There are numerous limitations to this study but there are four important ones that 
will be elaborated here. The first limitation is that data was collected for a single 
show with live description and with a limited number of blind audience members 
(live and on-line). However, this was an exploratory study where we wanted to 
gain an understanding of the feasibility of using an emotive AD style for a live de-
scribed event. We believe that even this limited quantity of data provides evidence 
of the audience reaction and sufficiency of providing an emotive description style. 
Another limitation is that we did not measure workload or fatigue rates with an 
objective measure and thus have relatively poor predictors of this aspect of the 
live AD process. Future studies could use galvanic skin response and/or heart rate 
variability of the describer as physiological measures of workload/stress combined 
with a standard subjective cognitive workload instrument such as the NASA TLX 
(Hart and Staveland 1988). However, these studies should take into account the 
describer’s experience and the potential for the describer to become mentally ex-
hausted, especially when describing for long intervals. Therefore, it would not be 
surprising if the stress level is initially high. For this reason, we recommend that 
further studies measure the audio describer’s stress level over several perfor-
mances or, at least, account for the novelty factor of participating in a new activi-
ty. Measuring workload was not the focus of this study as we were attempting to 
examine the feasibility of the process and explore the types of description varia-
tions that arose. 
Thirdly, we recommend that researchers and the describer meet to debrief after the 
project is completed. This would give researchers additional information about the 
process, understanding that it would vary by project and individual. It would be 
especially beneficial for researcher to go over the data with the describer, asking 
him or her to reflect upon commission and omissions. 
A fourth limitation is that we did not measure the extent of the understanding that 
audience members gained or lost due to the description. Finding an appropriate in-
strument to measure understanding is difficult and the subject for future research. 
We suggest that using tests written by sighted researchers and administered after 
the completion of the event is inappropriate for the subject matter. In addition, we 
were most interested in the impact of the description and show on the entertain-
ment value. Perhaps holding a focus group to discuss the collections and what was 
memorable with audience members (sighted and vision impaired) would provide 
some insight into people’s levels of understanding and entertainment. However, 
the timing of collecting this data would be important. In our study, the entire show 



21 

  

lasted about one hour and forty-five minutes including speeches and audience fa-
tigue may interfere with people’s ability to participate in a focus group immediate-
ly following the event. Waiting for another day to carry a focus group may result 
in a decay of people’s ability to remember and identify with this fashion show.  

CONCLUSION 

In this study of a single audio described event, Mass Exodus fashion show, we ex-
amined how an emotional style of AD could be applied and the impact that style 
had on live and on-line audience members. In this study, we found that most au-
dience members enjoyed the style of description and found that it added to the en-
tertainment value of the show. Ten different types of variations were identified be-
tween the written notes prepared prior to the show and the actual AD produced 
during the show. However, the vast majority of those variations were additions to 
the script notes rather than omissions or changes to them. Finally, it appears that a 
description rate of about 60 percent seems appropriate and feasible for a fashion 
show where the only audio is music. We then suggest that using an emotional 
style of AD where the describer can introduce excitement and personal interest 
comments similar to that used in play-by-play sporting commentary is feasible and 
even desirable. In addition, live description of this style will have variations and 
mistakes because it is subjected to the organic nature of live events. However, us-
ing a subject matter expert such as the fashion expert used in our case will likely 
improve the quality and quantity of the live description.   
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