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Abstract

Amidst the shift towards digital news media, the news consump-
tion behavior of the blind and visually impaired (BVI) has under-
gone significant changes. Despite extensive prior work in HCI and
Accessibility literature around digital media accessibility for the
BVI community — digital news consumption practices among BVI
individuals remain inadequately explored. This study focuses on
digital news consumption practices among BVI individuals in India.
We conducted semi-structured interviews and contextual inquiry
with 17 participants, revealing diverse motivations rooted in social
mobility and belongingness. Participants disclosed navigational
barriers, such as dynamic advertisements, and consequently re-
lied on volunteer-driven ad-free newspapers as a stopgap. While
news source preferences were shaped by interface accessibility,
factors like neutrality and coverage played a crucial role too. Our
findings highlight the need for a nuanced understanding of BVI
users’ experiences and inform implications and recommendations
for designing accessible digital news platforms.
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1 Introduction

News is an integral part of one’s life, facilitating individuals to
actively engage and stay informed about relevant civic issues that
directly impact them [47]. Recent technological advancements have
brought about a shift in news consumption habits, moving away
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from traditional news media towards digital platforms such as news
websites, mobile applications, news aggregators, and voice assis-
tants. A recent report [8] highlighted the increasing adoption of
smartphone, leading to a rise in the distributed discovery of news
through social media and other platform intermediaries, progres-
sively influenced by algorithmic selection. Additionally, it identified
voice assistants such as Alexa and Google Home as another growing
segment for news consumption.

For blind and visually impaired (BVI) individuals, who face mul-
tiple challenges in accessing basic human rights, such as education,
healthcare, and social protection, news serves as a vital source of
information. Not only does it enable them to stay informed and
equitably participate in civic activities [38], but also acts as a source
of empowerment [2]. Prior research has highlighted the struggles
of print-impaired community, including BVI individuals, in staying
updated with current news events [42]. As digital news access and
personalised news discovery become more prevalent, the prefer-
ences and methods of news consumption among BVI individuals,
notably early adopters of Al [15], have evolved.

While extensive prior research has explored the evolution of
other digital consumption patterns among BVI individuals, includ-
ing smartphone usage [35, 65], social media engagement [7, 80],
and voice input usage [12], there remains a gap in understanding
their current digital news consumption behaviors. Moreover, the
majority of these studies have been conducted in Western con-
texts, raising questions about their applicability to Global Southern
countries like India, which have recently witnessed a significant
increase in digital adoption. Remarkably, India is also home to the
largest population of blind and visually impaired (BVI) individuals
worldwide, with approximately 4.95 million blind and 35 million
visually impaired citizens [46]. We believe that examining their
current consumption habits, patterns, motivations, challenges, and
workarounds could provide valuable insights for designing accessi-
ble digital news platforms, fostering further civic participation and
strengthening community ties.

Accordingly, we conducted a qualitative user study, compris-
ing of news consumption sessions and in-depth semi-structured
interviews, with 17 BVI individuals in India, asking about their
motivations, preferences, barriers, and workarounds in news con-
sumption experiences. Our research uncovers diverse motivations
for news consumption, such as achieving upward social mobility,
fostering civic awareness and participation, and learning English.
We also observed an interdependence between news engagement
strategies (such as active or passive) and output modalities (such
as audio or text). For instance, the act of “reading” news was at-
tributed to text-based modalities, while the act of “listening” news
was linked to audio-based modalities. Furthermore, news selection
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criteria for BVI users expanded beyond their accessibility needs,
and instead centered around neutrality and coverage. Finally, our
findings shed light on the current state of digital news accessibility,
underscoring key issues such as advertisements and the reliance
on human infrastructure as a makeshift solution. The main contri-
butions of this paper are twofold:

o We examine the digital news consumption patterns among
BVI individuals in India, uncovering their diverse motiva-
tions, engagement strategies, and barriers to accessing news.

o We offer design recommendations for future research and
development of accessible digital news platforms.

2 Related Work

This work draws and builds upon prior research focusing on the
evolving patterns of news consumption, digital media accessibility
and BVI community in India within the context of HCI research.

2.1 Evolving Patterns of News Consumption

The news landscape has transformed, fueled by rapidly-evolving
technologies, witnessing shifts in both presentation and consump-
tion patterns [44]. Traditional news sources, including print newspa-
pers, radio, and television have long served as pillars of information
dissemination. However, their usage has been on a decline. Jones
[36] highlighted a “dearth of reliable, traditional news” due to the
receding circulation of print newspapers. Digital sources like news
websites, social media, and aggregators have gained popularity as
convenient alternatives [24]. Additionally, online news platforms
offer enhanced user control, selection, and navigation abilities com-
pared to traditional news media [70].

The declining usage of traditional news media can also be attrib-
uted to the demographic characteristics of young adults’ preference
to “snack” on news [25] rather than “appointment viewing” of
news, valuing brevity over in-depth coverage. News snacking, as
described in the literature, involves shorter and dispersed bursts of
consumption, as opposed to sustained sessions [50]. This behavior
is further catalyzed by the rise of social media, which has led to
a significant increase in incidental exposure to news sources [28].
As users are frequently redirected to news websites through re-
ferrals on social platforms, there’s a growing perception of “news
finds me," [59], where individuals believe important news will nat-
urally come to them through their general media use and social
connections. In addition, several prior studies have investigated
information foraging patters in context of news [71]. Tewksbury et
al. found that news readers’ selection behavior is typically guided
by two approaches towards information foraging—browsing and
selecting [71]. Browsers explore a wide variety of news topics by
glancing at headlines as fundamental guides to discovering and
then reading specific articles unlike selectors, who actively attend
only to topics of interest.

This shift towards adoption of digital sources and incidental
access to news is further amplified by the widespread adoption of
mobile devices such as smartphones and tablets that have enabled
“news consumption on the go" [78], resulting in more individualized
patterns of news intake that cater to the immediate interests of con-
sumers. Consequently, this has paved the way for the emergence of
digital news aggregators and news recommendation engines [72],
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such as Google News, which curates custom news for each indi-
vidual from diverse sources. Due to their growing popularity, prior
studies have focused on several aspects of news recommendation
and aggregation - enhancing curation algorithms [11, 26], trust in
aggregators [27], and consumption patterns [57].

While the aforementioned studies have predominantly focused
on the Global North, there has been growing attention towards the
digital news divide [31]. This divide can manifest in ways beyond
differences in access, such as variations in content preferences and
consumption habits. To bridge this disparity, prior work has at-
tempted to understand the digital news consumption landscape of
underserved communities, such as by exploring the gaps associated
with gender and economic development. For instance, Toff [73]
argued how the gender inequalities within households continue to
exert considerable influence over news consumption habits, per-
petuating ongoing gaps between the genders. Similarly, Mukherjee
et al. [54] conducted a quantitative assessment of the online news
consumption behavior of Indian internet users, and highlighted cur-
rent trends around consumption of global, national, regional, and
emerging digital news sources. However, despite the efforts, ma-
jority of the studies fail to account for the diversity of experiences
and inequalities among disabled communities.

2.2 Digital Media Accessibility

Digital media, encompassing websites, podcasts, and social media,
introduces novel forms of interactions between consumers and
content, distinct from traditional print and broadcast media [64].
Hargittai et al. [33] highlighted the emergence of a digital divide in
the era of new media, stemming from disparities in technological ac-
cess and online abilities. Researchers have stressed the importance
of designing interfaces that cater to diverse user needs, including
those with disabilities [41]. Specifically focusing on BVI individuals,
prior research has addressed web and mobile accessibility.

Studies in web accessibility have focused on developing guide-
lines [40], evaluation methods [14, 39], and assistive technolo-
gies [14, 79]. For example, Lazar et al. [40] investigated the frustra-
tion of blind users on the web, offering insights for web developers
and screen reader designers, while Leporini and Paterno [43] de-
vised a set of usability criteria for accessible web pages. Addition-
ally, several studies have highlighted the significance of adherence
to accessibility standards such as the Web Content Accessibility
Guidelines (WCAG) 35, 40]. The WCAG [21] were published by the
World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) for establishing a universally
recognized benchmark of web content accessibility. Despite being
the de facto standard, they have been widely critiqued [22] in prior
work particularly regarding conformance [3, 10, 20, 48, 63, 68, 77],
coverage [17, 29, 60] and evaluation [74]. Prior research has stud-
ied, and continues to explore, various operational barriers that BVI
users encounter when navigating web content [16, 18, 66].

On the other hand, mobile phones and other portable devices
offer greater autonomy for people with disability, enabling them
to perform tasks independently, while also providing them a win-
dow to society [4]. Consequently, users switch to such devices
despite known usability issues [58]. Kane et al. [37] conducted an
extensive literature review that revealed the everyday accessibil-
ity problems that BVI users encountered while using them and
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their workarounds, such as using multiple devices in conjunction
to overcome the limitations of each individual device. They pro-
posed recommendations to improve mobile accessibility, such as
the need for increased reconfigurability to arbitrary settings. The
latest mobile devices are equipped with an application ecosystem
that offers a wide range of features, allowing the completion of
daily tasks on the go. However, most mobile apps continue to pose
accessibility challenges for screen reader users, such as missing
alternate text, unlabelled buttons, and complex navigation [23],
despite the availability of mobile accessibility guidelines [13].

Previous studies have addressed general mobile and web acces-
sibility, but there is a gap in understanding the specific challenges
faced by BVI individuals when accessing news content. Recent
studies have uncovered specific barriers, such as data-driven visu-
alizations, which exacerbate news inequity for the BVI community,
especially during global crises like the COVID-19 pandemic [34, 68].
However, existing literature tends to either broadly address general
accessibility issues or narrowly focus on specific elements like vi-
sualizations in news content. Our study aims to bridge this gap by
examining how both broad and specific barriers collectively impact
news consumption for the BVI community.

2.3 BVI Community in India

Despite the enforcement of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(RPwD) Act, 2016 in India, which was aimed at ensuring ICT ac-
cessibility, the implementation of its recommendations often falls
short, leading to persistent accessibility barriers on numerous web-
sites, including major news portals [49]. This issue is particularly
concerning as it denies BVI individuals the right to access news.
Remarkably, these accessibility challenges extend even to websites
operated by the government of India. For instance, a comprehen-
sive study conducted by the Centre for Internet and Society (CIS)
revealed that out of 7800 websites of the Government of India and
its affiliated agencies, 1985 failed to open and 97% of the remaining
had at least one known accessibility issue [1].

Despite systemic issues in digital accessibility, there is a scarcity
of research in HCI and CSCW that have delved into the news con-
sumption experiences of BVI individuals in India. Mudliar et al. [53]
studied emergent practices around CGNet, a voice-based forum to
foster citizen journalism. Tools like CGNet found particular inter-
est within BVI communities in rural India for news sharing and
consumption. More recently, studies have investigated smartphone
usage patterns among diverse BVI communities in India [32, 35].
For instance, Jain et al. [35] logged smartphone usage data of expert
BVI smartphone users in India to unveil novel interaction patterns
such as extensive use of directional gestures, and reliance on voice
and external keyboard for text input.

While existing research has investigated news consumption prac-
tices across various contexts, there exists a notable gap in under-
standing the news consumption behaviors of BVI individuals in
India. Our study endeavors to address this gap.

3 Research Questions
Our research sought to investigate the following research questions:

e RQ1: What drives news consumption preferences among
BVI individuals in India?
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e RQ2: What methods and infrastructure do BVI individuals
currently use for interacting with news sources?

e RQ3: What are the primary barriers that they encounter in
accessing (digital) news and their workarounds?

4 Methods

We conducted a qualitative study to understand the digital news
consumption practices among BVI individuals in India. Upon re-
ceiving approval from Institutional Review Board (IRB), our study
took place between December 2022 and June 2023, in India, and con-
sisted of contextual inquiry followed by semi-structured interviews
with 17 BVI individuals.

4.1 Participants

We employed convenience sampling and snowball sampling meth-
ods to recruit participants for our study. The eligibility criteria for
participation stipulated that individuals were visually impaired and
reported regular consumption of news through self-assessment.
Initially, we advertised our study through mailing lists adminis-
tered by non-profits dedicated for the empowerment of the BVI
demographic, such as Access India [5] and Vision Empower [75].
However, we noted that participants recruited through these lists
primarily hailed from urban areas, representing English speakers
with online access, skewed towards male, affluent, and educated
individuals.

To enhance sample diversity, we urged our participants to share
study details within their networks, specifically targeting individ-
uals from rural areas, who consume local language news. This
strategy facilitated further recruitment from underrepresented re-
gions and linguistic backgrounds. Recruitment continued until data
saturation was achieved. Our study included 17 participants, com-
prising 2 women and 15 men, spanning an age range of 18 to 67
years. Among them, 9 were from urban India, 4 from semi-urban,
and 4 from rural India. 13 participants had congenital visual im-
pairments, while 4 developed visual impairments later in life. All
participants consumed some news in English, with 11 individuals
additionally also consuming news in their respective local lan-
guages. All our participants were regular news consumers, with 14
consuming news daily and 3 several times a week. Table 1 presents
the demographics data of our participants.

4.2 Study Procedure

Given the geographic diversity of our participants across India, we
conducted the sessions online using videoconferencing platforms
selected by our participants such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams.
Additionally, we conducted two sessions via phone call for partici-
pants who were not comfortable with videoconferencing platforms.
The participants were asked to join the session using the device
that they regularly use for news consumption, such as smartphone,
laptop or tablet.

All user study sessions comprised two components: 1) a contex-
tual inquiry of their natural news consumption, followed by 2) a
semi-structured interview. The sessions began with a brief explana-
tion of the research, followed by obtaining verbal consent from the
participants. The participants were first asked to share their screens
and system audio and access any news source(s) of their liking, as
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Table 1: Participant Demographics Data (N = 17) [* VI: Visual Impairment; CB: Complete Blindness; LV: Low Vision]

Age Gender Education Occupation VI* Location Setting Languages
P1 31 Male Graduate Student CB* Delhi NCR Semi-Urban English
P2 28 Male Postgraduate Employee LV* Mabharashtra Urban English
P3 27 Male Postgraduate Trainee CB* Karnataka Urban English
P4 38 Male Diploma Holder Transcriptionist CB* Karnataka Urban English, Hindi
P5 40 Male Postgraduate Bank Manager CB* Karnataka Urban English
P6 30 Male Postgraduate Consultant CB* Delhi NCR Urban English
P7 41 Male Postgraduate School Teacher CB* Telangana Rural English, Telegu
P8 30 Male Graduate Bank Manager CB* Gujarat Semi-Urban  English, Hindi
P9 41 Male High School Consultant LV* Karnataka Urban English, Telegu
P10 25 Female  Postgraduate Customer Support CB* Karnataka Urban English, Kannada
P11 40 Male Postgraduate Employee CB* Maharashtra Urban English
P12 38 Female  Postgraduate Bank Manager CB* Delhi NCR Urban English, Hindi, Marathi
P13 23 Male Graduate School Teacher LV* AndhraPradesh  Rural English, Hindi, Telegu
P14 18 Male High School Student CB* Madhya Pradesh Rural English, Hindi
P15 62 Male Postgraduate Retired CB* Delhi NCR Semi-Urban  English, Hindi, Sanskrit
P16 67 Male Postgraduate Retired CB* Rajasthan Rural English, Hindi, Braj
P17 30 Male Graduate Student CB* Jharkhand Semi-Urban  English, Hindi

they do on any ordinary day on their devices for up to 30 min-
utes. While the participants were accessing news, two researchers
present on the call silently observed participants’ usage patterns,
took detailed notes, and only asked clarifying questions. We chose
silent observations over the think-aloud study method to minimize
the cognitive load on our participants, who, being screen reader
users, would have to listen to both consume news and interact
during the interviews. However, some participants enthusiastically
walked the researchers through different news sources, emphasiz-
ing the specific difficulties they encountered with each, making the
sessions more conversational.

Following the contextual inquiry, the participants were asked
questions around motivation for news consumption, experiences
accessing digital news, challenges encountered and workarounds,
and aspirations with respect to news consumption. The sessions
were video-recorded, conducted in English and Hindi languages by
the first and second author, and lasted approximately 40-75 minutes.
Upon completion of the interview, participants were compensated
with an Amazon gift voucher worth INR 500 for their time and
involvement in the study.

4.3 Data Collection and Analysis

The collected data consisted of video recordings of the sessions
(totaling 14.82 hours, including participants’ shared screens), screen
reader narrations, and detailed handwritten notes by the authors.
Following each session, we anonymized the data by assigning
unique identifiers, such as [P#], to each participant. We then tran-
scribed the audio using an AI model, OpenAI Whisper, for initial
transcription, followed by manual correction. We analysed the data
using inductive thematic analysis [19], which was conducted con-
currently with the interviews. As we continued to recruit language-
diverse participants, we found that all participants, regardless of
language differences, struggled to find digital news content. This

resulted in similarities among participants, leading to early satura-
tion in our findings. All the authors read through the transcripts
rigorously and met frequently to discuss the emerging codes. We
included the observation notes for thematic analysis and analyzed
screen recordings to capture source names and fill in gaps, identi-
fying supplementary codes. Some initial codes that emerged were:
‘ergonomics’, ‘engagement’, ‘advertisements’, ‘social mobility’, ‘fa-
miliarity’, and ‘coping mechanisms’. The codes were later clustered
into high-level themes around motivations for news consumption,
news engagement strategies, and factors influencing source selec-
tion, access barriers and workarounds.

4.4 Researcher Positionality

All authors are of Indian origin, currently living in India and/or the
United States and have conducted research with diverse marginal-
ized groups in India. Two authors identify themselves as female and
one as male. All the authors have more than two years of research
experience in examining accessibility needs of people with disabili-
ties in the Global South. We are, thus, well-positioned to examine
news consumption practices among BVI individuals in India. Our
motivation to study this topic was to uncover unrealized opportu-
nities in designing technologies tailored for this community.

4.5 Limitations

Our findings infer patterns, preferences, and access barriers derived
from intentional news consumption experiences. However, these
insights may not fully capture the intricacies of how BVI individuals
interact with news content in their daily lives. Given the advent of
social media, our study likely overlooks encounters with incidental
news discovery, sharing, and verification. Furthermore, our study
enlisted 17 participants, which, while typical for this type of study,
is a relatively small number and not fully representative of the
entire Indian BVI population. Finally, our research is confined to the
Indian context, potentially limiting the applicability of our findings
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to other cultural and geographical settings. Variations in cultural
norms and disparities in digital infrastructure and accessibility
policies across regions may shape news consumption practices
among BVI individuals differently. These limitations underscore
the need for future research to explore a broader range of news
consumption behaviors and contexts within the BVI community.

5 Findings
Here, we present our findings broadly centered around the news

consumption practices of people with vision impairments in India
and their accessibility related barriers in consuming digital news.

5.1 Current News Consumption Practices

Figure 1 depicts the preferences for devices, media platforms, and
publishing brands among our participants. This section further
elaborates on the observed trends, focusing on the motivations,
engagement strategies, and selection criteria that shape the news
consumption practices of BVI individuals.

5.1.1  Motivations for News Consumption. Purcell et al. [61] por-
trayed news consumption as an activity deeply intertwined with
social engagement and driven by social factors. When prompted
about their motivation, our participants shared similar sentiments,
albeit elevated by the marginalization they experienced as BVI in-
dividuals. A majority of our participants (N=8) claimed their drive
to consume news stemmed from an urge to actively participate in
meaningful conversations with their friends, family, and cowork-
ers. P5 expressed feelings of social backwardness when discussing
current events with his coworkers, which served as an impetus to
engage with news: “I have an inferiority complex, like I am far behind
the world.” On the other hand, P15 leveraged news as a way of bond-
ing with his grandchildren, “introducing them to worldly matters”.
In addition, several participants also believed that staying updated
through news empowered them to adopt informed positions, make
deliberate choices, and fulfill their civic responsibilities.

Our participants leaned heavily on the knowledge they acquired
while consuming news to help them achieve their learning ob-
jectives and advance their careers. P2 subscribed to work-related
publications on social media for awareness about global trends, “My
work revolves around electric vehicles, so I follow specific EV related
publications, like Electrek”, aiding him in making informed business
decisions in his role. Likewise, P3 elaborated on shared aspirations
among BVI people, “Most of visually impaired people want to achieve
something in life... like get a government job... we depend on news
channels.”, emphasizing the need to stay up-to-date for remaining
competitive in this information era. In fact, four participants ac-
tively read news to prepare for competitive exams for esteemed
government job opportunities. E.g.,

“My main intention is to prepare for civil services and
other government exams. For that, current affairs is
very important. And we get to know about current
affairs mostly through newspapers” (P10)

While some participants were currently preparing for competitive
exams, others cultivated the habit of daily news consumption dur-
ing their preparation in the past and continue to maintain that
routine. Moreover, certain participants, particularly those hailing
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from rural India, revealed that their primary motivation was to
acquire proficiency in English, as English is the language of influ-
ence and power in India [9], and is strongly associated with higher
earning potential [30].

5.1.2  Active and Passive News Engagement Strategies. Differences
in active and passive engagement with news sources are a critical
dimension in understanding consumer experiences [45]. Active
engagement is an interactive and proactive approach to consuming
news, while passive engagement occurs due to limited attention
while seeking information. We observed significant variations in
experiences based on their engagement practices.

Our participants accessed digital news in two modalities, text
and audio. Text-based modalities included news media websites/
applications, social media platforms, and news aggregators, and
were accessed by our participants through screen readers. Audio-
based modalities comprised of audio and audiovisual media, such as
television, radio, YouTube, and smart speakers. Interestingly, while
eventually both modalities converged to audio for our participants,
they associated the term “reading” with accessing the former and
“listening” with the latter, as described by P12, “I consume news
in two ways, by newspaper reading online, and by listening to
some [news] videos on YouTube.”, perhaps due to the additional
navigational capabilities provided by screen readers.

Participants preferred utilizing audio-based modalities for head-
lines or news briefings as a convenient form of passive engage-
ment. P12 elucidated that the absence of navigation while listen-
ing allowed her to solely rely on auditory engagement, freeing
up her time for concurrent multi-tasking. Our participants avidly
employed such modalities to “snack” on these news during their
commutes, meals, or when prone to interruptions by other house-
hold members sharing their space [25]. E.g.,

“I listen to news (passively) throughout the day, my
TV is on throughout... Actually, we three live here
- me, my son and my younger brother. So there is
disturbance when someone comes or goes.” (P16)

Further, our participants valued simple and user-friendly navigation
options (like play, pause, and forward) when accessing audio-based
news, as it made passive engagement more enjoyable. On the other
hand, these audio-based modalities were also described as “limiting”,
especially when participants wanted to read actively. E.g.,

“TV is the best while having dinner or watching news
with family. In television news, they don’t cover all
the points, they just tell the main topic. But at the
end of an article, we will have options to read similar
news or news related to the topic.” (P3)

Additionally, when engaging actively with news, many of our par-
ticipants (N=7) preferred consuming news through laptops, offering
better navigational support, or tablets, with larger screen sizes. This
is in contrast to the India Digital News Report [8], which character-
ized India as a ‘mobile-first market’, indicating a strong preference
for smartphones for news access over other devices. E.g.,

“I'want to read it like a traditional newspaper, sit down
and spend a good half an hour with it, rather than just
popping in during the day. I just like the way I can
hold an iPad and read. Somehow on the iPad apps feel



ASSETS 24, October 27-30, 2024, St. John’s, NL, Canada

Popular Devices

_Smartphone +%:s Times of India

™ Laptop 2 The Hindu

[ Television IXT Economic Times

JSmart Speaker BBC
Tablet EA Aajak

55 Radio A% NDTV
‘%Feature Phone ~wma Dainik Jagran

Popular Brands

Peya Mowar, Meghna Gupta, and Mohit Jain

Popular Media

2 YouTube
Mobile Apps
Kl Online Websites
aNews Aggregators

@ Broadcast

X O social Media
®. Google Assistant
@ Podcasts
AudioBooks

~

Figure 1: Popular devices, publishing brands, and media among our participants.

less cluttered (than on iPhone). There’s more space
and it just feels nicer to scroll through articles” (P2)

Here, we see how better navigational support and fewer distractions
facilitate “appointment viewing” of news for our participants [25].
These devices have fewer distractions compared to smartphones,
where incoming calls and notifications frequently interrupted the
flow of news content narration. While some participants disabled
these notifications on their smartphones to prevent unnecessary
interruptions, others utilized them to periodically glance at the
headlines throughout the day, to keep themselves abreast of the
breaking news, as a means of interspersed passive engagement.

5.1.3 News Selection Criteria. News consumption is deeply influ-
enced by individual preferences, beliefs, and needs. We found that
our participants weighed a variety of factors in choosing their news
sources, i.e., publishing brands. Surprisingly, source accessibility,
while important, did not emerge as the predominant consideration
among our participants. Rather, other news quality attributes such
as convenience, coverage, trust, and neutrality took precedence in
shaping their consumption preferences. Participants often forwent
accessibility requirements to gain access to topics that held specific
interest for them. E.g.,

“Economic Times is probably the worst (inaccessible)
app, but that’s the app I use a lot because, for my work,
I have to keep myself updated.” (P2)

Here, we see how our participants were compelled to depend on
certain traditional news sources for their work, despite encoun-
tering accessibility challenges. This reliance on particular news
sources was frequently associated with their perceived authenticity
and neutrality. For instance, P7 emphasized choosing only credible
sources, stating, “Typically, I only go to a particular source... only
authentic sources.”, indicating a reliance on established news brands
with credibility. Trust in news sources for unbiased reporting was
paramount. P4 explained the process of recognizing neutrality, not-
ing, “Once you start consuming news on a daily basis... you will very
easily understand which media house is neutral or not neutral.” Yet,
when exploring what neutrality meant, participants conveyed that
perceptions of impartiality were subjective and varied significantly
with individual viewpoints on specific issues.

In addition, P10 underscored the value of comprehensive content,
advocating for extensive topic coverage. However, this desire for
wide-ranging content sometimes compromised convenience, as P14
expressed,

“Even though Hindi is my mother tongue and I'm
more comfortable with it, I cannot overlook English
sources. Compared to Hindi, English sources offer
better, more useful and knowledgable content.” (P14)

Conversely, convenience occasionally trumped coverage, as illus-
trated by P1’s preference for partially accessible e-Newspaper PDFs:

“If T have a PDF it hardly matters whether the internet
is working or not because where I am living there is
a very big problem of internet accessibility, so any-
how if I am able to download, then it is very easy to
access... Sometime some articles are not covered in
PDF format” (P1)

5.2 Accessibility in the Digital News Ecosystem

Here, we present the current accessibility landscape in news con-
sumption among BVI individuals, informed by our observations
during contextual inquiries. We hone in on aspects that were either
unique to the existing body of work in digital media accessibility
or had a profound influence on news consumption.

5.2.1 Barriers in News Access. Our participants encountered nu-
merous operational barriers, as depicted in Figure 2, when accessing
news on digital platforms. The most significant challenge was the
overwhelming presence of ads and popups in web and mobile ap-
plications, as P9 succinctly put it: “ads are our biggest enemies”. We
noticed the presence of flash-based image advertisements, leading
to unexpected website refreshes, resulting in cursor displacement
and loss of focus for screen readers. Further, participants also re-
ported difficulty in skipping advertisements on video platforms
such as YouTube. E.g.,

“We don’t know whether it’s a compulsory ad or not,
that’s inaccessible, so we keep looking for the skip ad
button... It gets difficult to navigate.” (P12)
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Figure 2: Examples of access barriers in news websites.

Additionally, our participants described news platforms to be clut-
tered, with intrusive elements, such as related news recommenda-
tions, interrupting the flow of the article. They also struggled when
encountering news articles behind paywalls, as this was not always
discernible with screen readers. Unlabelled buttons and links pre-
sented another recurring hurdle as they deprived our participants
of important navigational context and organisation. Conversely,
audio-based platforms such as virtual assistants lacked this organi-
sation hierarchy altogether. E.g.,

“If a news article is not interesting, we can just skip
and go to the next headline. But Google (Assistant)
does not have that feature, we have to listen to the
entire story. We have the option to forward the news,
but still, we don’t have the option to move to the next
headline” (P3)

Another key challenge participants faced while engaging actively
was glanceability or being unable to quickly grasp the emphasised
features in a visual layout. E.g.,

“A sighted person can see and think which informa-
tion they want to read after opening the website. You
can see, then scroll and then you can click. But how
can we do the same?” (P4)

This presented a significant hurdle, especially when participants
aimed to dive deeper into a particular issue. Additionally, our par-
ticipants shared that news platform interfaces often felt unintuitive.
For example:

“(An interface is intuitive) when I can open an app,
run my finger across the articles on my iPad, and
immediately understand how they are arranged. I can
visualize the layout in my head and know what to do.
The problem with news websites is that I typically
have no idea how they are arranged” (P2)

Participants described news websites having live newstreams with
real time news broadcasts, e.g., live sports coverage, which made
the interface incomprehensible due to inconsistencies in navigation.
Another comprehension barrier our participants encountered was
the poor readability of local language news content, commonly

presented in non-unicode text fonts, making it inaccessible to screen
readers. E.g.,

“Most of the (Telegu) websites do not use the unicode
font, it cannot be read by a screen reader so I generally
use my limited eyesight and turn off the screen reader
because it reads all nonsense.” (P9)

Another prominent problem our participants grappled with was
the presence of inaccessible multimedia content. We observed that
most news websites and applications in India did not comply with
the WCAG [21], and did not have appropriate, if at all, descriptions
for visual content. Even when the alternative texts were made
available for images, they failed to sufficiently capture the visual
context. This was especially evident with graphs, charts, and tables,
as their captions failed to provide essential information, including
data values - details that readers preparing for competitive exams
frequently required. E.g.,

“If a table is inserted, we cannot navigate through
it. When I am reading sports related news or finance
news... that’s very important actually because for com-
petitive exams they pick that information only. So in
these newspapers, they will put a chart but in the
description they will not give the entire information,
only what is important, like 6 month data... The other
months are missing and maybe the question is from
that” (P10)

Furthermore, our participants described several occurrences of
news video content characterized by the presence of visual text
accompanied by background music, devoid of any audio narration.
Additionally, participants with low vision highlighted limitations
in zooming capabilities and challenges with brightness and con-
trast settings on these platforms. They also expressed difficulties
in reading physical newspapers due to exceedingly small fonts
and insufficient line spacing. Lastly, e-newspapers offered by tradi-
tional media organizations were presented in scanned image PDFs,
rendering their content inaccessible to screen readers.

5.2.2  Solutions, Stopgaps and Support. We observed our partici-
pants employed keyboard shortcuts, e.g., pressing ‘H’ for navigation
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by headings, ‘G’ for navigation by graphics or thumbnail captions,
and the down arrow key for accessing author names (on specific
news websites). Nonetheless, these were learned over a signifi-
cant period, often months, and did not work on new or unfamiliar
sources. Our participants extensively used the weblinks menu and
virtual viewer by pressing ‘Insert + F1’ to familiarize themselves
with the navigational landmarks of a new web page, such as head-
ings, subheadings, paragraphs, regions, and links. However, it is
important to note that the effectiveness of this workaround was
contingent on the website’s compliance with the WCAG. Partic-
ipants opened each article in a new tab to maintain the screen
reader’s focus on the original web page. They also installed ad
blocker extensions, though as P6 pointed out, their efficacy varied
across devices:

“I've tried a few ad blockers on my mobile phone, but
with mixed results, they end up consuming quite a lot
of battery as well as data despite their claiming not to
do so. But on my laptop, thankfully, I have been able
to eliminate ads with an extension.” (P6)

Our participants often relied on human infrastructure to overcome
barriers to accessing news. Two participants reported reading news
from volunteer-driven free e-newspapers shared daily by the Braille
section of the Anna Centenary Library (Braille ACL) in Chennai.
Eg.,

“They (Braille ACL) send news on email in HTML
format, so it is very easy to navigate through the
headings and paragraphs.” (P1)

However, our participants raised concerns about the uneven cover-
age of different news topics by the Braille ACL and reported their
current availability exclusively in English and Tamil languages.
Further, they described these e-newspapers to be infrequent and
intermittent. While P5 claimed he did not receive the e-newspaper
that day, P1 highlighted that their delivery misaligned with his
schedule, claiming “If they will send the newspaper today, it is very
hard to read then (as I am in office), so I read it the next morning”.

To delve deeper into specific news topics, P13 listened to narra-
tions and interpretations of particular stories relevant to his exam
preparation, recorded by his sighted friends and shared on What-
sApp. Other participants instead interacted with virtual assistants
or chatbots as they could offer concise summaries from multiple
news sources. E.g.,

“Recently I started using ChatGPT, so when you want
to know about a particular topic it shows you in detail
only about that, instead of listing down websites. (P9)

Similarly, P15 utilized Alexa to inquire about specific details within
news stories but found it to be inadequate and frequently inaccu-
rate. Consequently, he felt compelled to fact-check the information,
either by having his son verify it online or by re-asking Alexa later.

Furthermore, participants downloaded additional optical char-
acter recognition (OCR) applications such as Text Freedom and
Envision to extract text from inaccessible graphics and tabular visu-
als in news applications. Despite these efforts, P10 and P14 reported
significant inefficiencies, specifically the excessive amount of time
consumed by the need to constantly switch between applications
to perform OCR on images. Moreover, they pointed out that the
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OCR results often lacked proper ordering, especially critical when
interpreting data from graphs, leading to inaccurate outputs. On
the other hand, P11 preferred skipping images altogether by sub-
scribing to textual RSS feeds using a paid aggregator application
called LIRE Reader,

“So this is completely accessible. So in the settings,
once you delete all images, it becomes very easy to go
to the article. It’s uncluttered basically. And for me,
images have no value really” (P11)

5.2.3 Impact of Limited Access. The most profound impact of the
aforementioned barriers was a lag in informational access. Our par-
ticipants reported delays in receiving news, which often resulted
in missed opportunities and a diminished sense of connection with
current events. P4 accurately summarized, “I'm not getting the right
information at the right time.” Such delays were not merely inconve-
niences but also affected their participation in communal gatherings
and discussions. This was especially true for local news, arguably
indispensable for social engagement, as P17 noted:

“Small local events like if there is a seminar in school,
it is covered only in (print) newspapers.” (P17)

Furthermore, as our participants spent time mastering navigation
workarounds for specific news sources, they found that the comfort
and familiarity they gained quickly became a double-edged sword
when they tried exploring unfamiliar platforms. Participants felt
compelled to stick to known sources, which limited their exposure
to diverse viewpoints and a broader range of information. The
onus of accessibility often fell unfairly on the visually impaired
community. They repeatedly expressed sentiments of isolation and
neglect, emphasizing a lack of empathy amongst news agencies.
E.g.,

“When I read a news of my interest and come across a

graphic, I only have to do OCR, they (news agencies)

should also care about our (BVI) community.” (P14)

6 Discussion

Our results showed that news consumption patterns in the BVI
community diverged from broader trends, with current access to
news being, at best, patchy. In this section, we situate our find-
ings within prior work and offer actionable recommendations for
developing accessible digital news platforms.

6.1 Reflections on Findings

Our participants actively and intentionally sought out news to ini-
tiate social conversations, contrasting with the broader perception
of “news finds me” through social connections. Furthermore, only
a few participants mentioned finding news through social media or
web search, differing from the broader trends in Indian news con-
sumption, where distributed discovery is prevalent. This indicates
that prior news consumption research may lack adequate represen-
tation of the BVI community in their analyses. Furthermore, it is
somewhat surprising that within the context of our study, our partic-
ipants’ desire for social interaction did not translate into increased
social media news consumption and engagement. This could be
due to their need for trust and the additional effort required for fact-
checking social media content. Despite this, the limited accessibility
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to diverse news sources, even those perceived as neutral, might
create echo chambers and inadvertently contribute to increased
polarization. This is concerning, especially in India, where there are
ongoing discussions about biased reporting and the reinforcement
of majoritarian viewpoints by mainstream news media [69].

Further, we discovered that accessibility requirements for digi-
tal news media have unique challenges compared to other digital
content, such as social media. Our participants emphasized the pres-
ence of cluttered layouts, dynamic content, and lack of structured
navigation as specific issues with digital news platforms. Unlike
social media, where content is often visual and concise [51], they
expressed a strong desire for features that allow them to efficiently
skim through content and navigate to stories of interest. Addition-
ally, our study uncovered an interesting tension between preferred
news modalities and their navigational control among our partic-
ipants. While audio-based news was easy to navigate with basic
commands, it lacked fine-grained control, compelling users to lis-
ten to entire clips. Conversely, text-based news offered detailed
navigation via screen readers, but with a steep learning curve.

Our findings underscored barriers to news accessibility, and,
more broadly, digital media accessibility. While there are promising
directions towards designing more accessible digital news platforms
(as discussed next), fundamental issues persist in the approach to
accessibility in India. Rather than being treated as a core design
principle, accessibility is often perceived as a “good-to-have” or a
“secondary” consideration in technology design [62]. We recom-
mend taking a step back and advocating for the incorporation of
digital accessibility education into school curriculum, urging re-
searchers, designers, practitioners, and policy makers to cultivate
the awareness around digital accessibility bottom-up.

6.2 Design Implications

This section presents a few recommendations for designing acces-
sible digital news platforms drawn from our findings.

6.2.1 Navigational Assistance for Advertisements. All our partici-
pants unanimously cited advertisements as the primary obstacle to
seamless news consumption, expressing a desire for ad-free plat-
forms. However, given that news media rely heavily on advertising
for revenue, eliminating ads entirely is not feasible. The challenge
lies in balancing the need for ads with the user experience, particu-
larly for BVI users who are unable to dismiss or skip them with the
same ease as sighted users. To address this, we recommend that
news platforms implement features to assist in ad navigation. This
could include clearly indicating whether an ad is skippable and pro-
viding keyboard shortcuts for skipping the ad content. Additionally,
to prevent disruption in reading flow, interactive ads and pop-ups
should be designed to open in new tabs, preserving the user’s loca-
tion in the original article. Finally, enhancing the accessibility of ad
content is beneficial for both publishers and BVI users. There is an
opportunity for innovation in accessible advertising in exploring
non-visual formats for interactive ads.

6.2.2  Digitization of Local Language Newspapers. Indian languages
dominate print circulation, which continues to grow [56], contrary
to the decline in print media observed in the Global North. De-
pendence on traditional media and limited digital infrastructure
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hampers local news coverage in semi-urban and rural areas of In-
dia. Nonetheless, local news is essential for fostering community
engagement and providing BVI users with relevant information
pertinent to their immediate environment. In our study, we ob-
served that participants heavily relied on volunteer-driven acces-
sible newspaper mailing lists. However, these newspapers often
lacked comprehensive coverage, as we know through our prior
community engagements that volunteers frequently copy and paste
text from the “text view” windows of individual articles, which are
unavailable for many news stories.

Non-profits, such as the DAISY Forum of India, offer digital books
and magazines in local languages made accessible on demand for
BVI users through Sugamya Pustakalaya [55]. However, manual
remediation of print document PDFs takes time, often taking weeks
for correction and publication on their website, which does not
align with the timely nature of daily news. Thus, there is a press-
ing need for research into automated digitization solutions [6] for
local language newspapers, which can convert newspaper images
into screen-reader-friendly text formats. Multi-modal foundation
models, such as GPT-4V, have shown impressive OCR performance
for Latin scripts and can be leveraged for this purpose. However,
their current OCR capabilities for other scripts remain limited [67].
Further research and evaluation are necessary to enhance their per-
formance on local language newspapers, ensuring that BVI users
have prompt access to critical local updates such as weather alerts,
emergency services, social events, and policy developments.

6.2.3 Conversational Glanceability Support. Our study unveiled
navigational challenges in accessing unfamiliar sources due to clut-
tered and unintuitive visual layouts of news sources. These findings
highlight the need for future research to explore methods of explain-
ing visual interface layouts to BVI users. Based on recent trends in
user interface understanding, we suggest investigating conversa-
tional agents as a viable solution. These agents have demonstrated
a remarkable extent for interpreting and executing diverse multi-
modal interaction tasks through natural language instructions [76].
This capability aligns with the adaptive strategies employed by
our participants, who frequently relied on conversational agents
for deeper engagement with content. Furthermore, these agents
offer potential for locating visual cues [52] within digital interfaces,
enabling users to focus their attention on areas of interest, paving
the way for “glanceability” in news media platforms.

7 Conclusion

While news consumption plays a pivotal role in fostering social
participation, the specific needs and experiences of the blind and vi-
sually impaired (BVI) community in accessing digital news remain
largely unexplored. In this work, we studied the current digital
news consumption patterns of BVI individuals in India. Through
news consumption sessions and semi-structured interviews with 17
participants, we investigated their interaction strategies, and found
that their access to news and pertinent information was often lim-
ited and delayed. Based on our findings, we suggested implications
for researchers, designers and policymakers for the development
of more inclusive and accessible digital news platforms.
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