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Sangeet Swara
A Community-Moderated Social Media Voice
Forum for Songs, Poems, Jokes & Cultural Content
(CHI 2015 Vashistha, Cutrell, Borriello, Thies)
1800-102-3690
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Eleven-week Deployment
1500 people
• 25,000 calls
• 5,400 voice msgs
• 140,000 votes
• 200,000 playbacks

3.5% 53 blind people
19% • 4,784 calls
25% • 1,350 voice msgs
25% • 35,000 votes
24% • 46,000 playbacks

Demographic Information of blind users
• Majority were male from rural areas earning $2.5/day
• First social media platform for most users — only 3 on
3
Facebook

Emergent Ownership and Use
by the Visually Impaired
I a a li d perso so I ould 't get edu ated. I
want to thank you because you enabled all blind
people to get in touch and share. No matter how
u h I praise, it o 't e e ough.
You are like my father, my god, I want to thank
you again and again, this small kid wants to
respect you from the bottom of the heart. I
a t to el o e you agai a d agai .

Opportunity to Talk to a Hard-toAccess Population!
Follow-up conversations with participants revealed
• Challenges in accessing educational content
• Use and non-use of social media platforms

90% of the World’s Visually I paired i
Low-Income Settings

A Cartogram showing the prevalence of blindness by WHO region
(using WHO region colors)
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© http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3457914/figure/F1/
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Lack of Access to Healthcare
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Under Employment
Assistive technology and the employment of people with vision
impairments in India (ICTD 2012 Pal & Lakshmanan)
I have trained hundreds of candidates. I come to know from them that most
of them do not get a job for which they study or get trained. Some of them
are technically well trained but are offered a telephone operator’s job. I am
totally convinced, that whatever be the capabilities of the blind, the society
never once accepts them as equal to normal.
Computer trainer
Whe e er I turned up for interview, the recruiter used to tell me that they
need experienced persons; and they were not going to recruit freshers. But
over phone, they used to tell me that they are looking out for freshers also;
when they saw me in the interview hall, I think they used to feel that it is not
going to be easy by recruiting a VI; but they cannot say that to me straight; so
I think they used to give such silly reasons to send me off.
Front desk executive

Severe Poverty
Condition

Ratio of Poor to Rich

Mortality (under 2)
Leprosy

2.2
2.8

Malaria
Tuberculosis
Blindness

3.2
4.5
11.7
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Educational Content Creation and Sharing by
Low Income Visually Impaired People in India
(ACM DEV 2014 Vashistha, Brady, Thies & Cutrell)

Social Media Platforms for Low-Income Blind
People in India
(ASSETS 2015 Vashistha, Cutrell, Dell & Anderson)

Methods
Educational Landscape

Social Media Landscape

• 16 in-depth qualitative
telephonic interviews of
low-income blind
students and teachers
• Analyzed educational
services offered by 6
nationwide government
entities and NGOs for VI

• 18 semi-structured
interviews of low-income
blind users and non-users, 2
computer instructors and 2
facilitators
• Analysis of social media
accounts of blind users

Lack of Accessible Educational Content
• Acute shortage of Braille books!!

• 10 out of 17 Braille presses were dysfunctional

• Professionally Authored Audio Books

• Much higher availability than Braille books
• Available only for a few courses

Most of the educational content is still unavailable in
either format
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Computing Devices and Internet
• Cost of devices and Internet is the biggest bottleneck
I rarely shave and get a haircut because I am
unemployed. My financial situation is terrible and I have
no family support. If there is no income, there will be no
phone, no Internet.
Unemployed Male
• Only very affluent blind people are iOS users
• Pirated JAWS is extremely popular followed-by NVDA

Computing Devices and Internet
• Limited access to Internet cafe
Going to a café is a laborious task. The computers there
doesn’t ha e s reen reading soft are. I have requested
the owner to install them, but he is not interested because
few blind people go to his café.
Unemployed female
• Lack of training and practice resulted in lack of adoption
of digital assistive technologies

Lack of Local-Language Screen Readers
I do ’t ha e good E glish. “o, I ha e to liste 2-3 times to whatever the
talking software says or have to ask someone for help.
High school teacher
I have to keep the speed of the talking software very slow and this
hampers my productivity. Though our intellect is comparable to sighted
people, we are unable to compete with them because of the lack of
English skills. I feel disadvantaged.
Ba helor’s “tude t

My subject is Hindi. That is why I cannot use JAWS. I have to use
recorded material.
Master’s stude t

P2P Content Production & Sharing
• Buy books for sighted people and ask friends,
family, social workers, anyone to record it for them
(free service)
• Hire a reader as an individual or group and record
him reading the content by using a mobile phone,
tape recorder or a laptop (paid service)
• Share educational audio content by sharing CDs,
exchanging memory cards, Bluetooth
• Abundant user generated content but no
organization and coordination

Social Exclusion
The state of blind in villages is poor. They rarely discover
that they can go to a school and learn. They are
perceived as a burden on the family and have to live a
constrained life. Even family members have an inferior
outlook towards them.
Computer Trainee
People think that even if we study then we will not get a
job. When we go to mobile shops for recharging the
Internet, they think that we are joking. They have a
perception that even if I use Facebook who is going to be
friends with me.
Ba helor’s “tude t
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Social Media Platforms for
Social Inclusion
• Facebook

• A platform to expand social connections
• Chatting is opening doors to a ne
orld full of opportunities
• Desire to connect with strangers and sighted users

• WhatsApp

• Social media platform for mobile phones
• Platform for strengthening existing connections rather than
facilitating expansion of their social network
• WhatsApp voice messages were very popular

• Twitter

• A platform to onne t ith ele rities and to have intelligent
19
conversations with friends

Aspirational Use of Social Media
Whe I say to people that I use a computer, then no
one believes me. They think I am blind and when
they cannot operate a computer properly how I will
be able to. But when I send a request on Facebook,
they know it is me who has sent that request. People
in my locality now know that I use the computer.
Ba helor’s “tude t
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Accessibility Research in the
Developing World
• Urban/rural divide—easier to study urban VI but
a small fraction, very different from NA/Europe
• Challenging
• To contact low-income blind population
• To ide tify the right pro le
• To deploy the solutions and scale them

• Need to design technologies that are more
cognizant of economic, social, infrastructural,
and language constraints of low-income blind
people

Thank You!
Collaborators: Ed Cutrell, Bill Thies, Erin Brady, Nicola Dell, Gaetano
Borriello, & Richard Anderson
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