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ABSTRACT

Within accessibility research, it is important for researchers to un-
derstand the lived experience of participants. Researchers often use
in-person interviews to collect this data. However, in-person inter-
views can result in communication barriers and introduce logistical
challenges surrounding scheduling and geographical location. For
a recent study involving screen reader users, we used online chat-
based platforms to conduct interviews. Unlike in-person interviews,
there was little guidance within the field on conducting interviews
using these platforms with screen reader users. To understand how
effective these platforms were, we collected feedback from our par-
ticipants on their experience after completing their interview. In
this paper, we report on our experience of conducting online chat-
based interviews with screen reader users. We present reflections
from both the interviewer and participants on their experiences dur-
ing the aforementioned study, and outline four lessons we learned
during the process.
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1 INTRODUCTION & BACKGROUND

Interviews are a popular data collection approach within HCI re-
search, and were the third highest reported method within accepted
papers at CHI 2014 [2]. A primary advantage of interviews are the
deep participant insights that can be gained where other methods
fall short [7]. Including people with disabilities in research is im-
portant [10], and interviews allow researchers to understand the
lived experience of disabled people.

Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for personal or
classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are not made or distributed
for profit or commercial advantage and that copies bear this notice and the full citation
on the first page. Copyrights for third-party components of this work must be honored.
For all other uses, contact the owner/author(s).

ASSETS °20, October 26-28, 2020, Virtual Event, Greece

© 2020 Copyright held by the owner/author(s).

ACM ISBN 978-1-4503-7103-2/20/10.

https://doi.org/10.1145/3373625.3418000

Benjamin M. Gorman
bgorman@bournemouth.ac.uk
Bournemouth University
Bournemouth

Garreth W. Tigwell
garreth.w.tigwell@rit.edu
School of Information
Rochester Institute of Technology
Rochester, NY

Although rewarding, in-person interviews are a time consuming
data collection approach [7], and introduce other logistical chal-
lenges. Since they are a synchronous data collection method, they
require thoughtful scheduling. Participants or researchers typically
need to travel to a lab or other mutually convenient location, and
as such interviews often take place in public spaces. Therefore,
for in-person interviews participants are typically only able to be
sourced within the same geographical location. Furthermore, global
events such as COVID-19 can introduce additional constraints on
conducting in-person research due to social distancing protocols.

Technology can minimize logistical and geographical challenges
of in-person interviews [6] and online interviews have gained more
attention [9]. Video calls can mimic in-person interviews [5], but
are susceptible to poor internet connections. Email and instant mes-
saging are also possible [1, 8, 12, 16], and these chat-based inter-
views provide more privacy, are asynchronous, and self-transcribed
saving researchers time [6]. It is important to note that instant mes-
saging can still result in rich data, even if fewer words are shared
than telephone or in-person interviews [3, 11].

Recruiting participants for accessibility research is challeng-
ing [10] and internet-based qualitative approaches can support
research with hard-to-reach populations [15]. Although prior work
discusses the advantages and disadvantages of such different re-
search approaches, there is no guidance on using chat-based plat-
forms with screen-reader users.

1.1 Study Context & Contributions

In our recent CHI Paper [13], we investigated how accessible emoji
are for visually impaired people. We used online chat-based plat-
forms, e.g. Facebook Messenger, to interview screen reader users.
Online chat interviews were more convenient (e.g., reducing the
need to find somewhere private) and emoji could be shared easily.
Participants chose the platform to ensure accessibility. In this pa-
per, we report on our experience of conducting online chat-based
interviews with screen reader users. This paper makes two contri-
butions: 1) We reflect on participant and interviewer experience
of synchronous online interview using chat based platforms with
screen-reader users. 2) We provide lessons learned through con-
ducting the interviews, which may help future researchers when
using this approach.

2 PARTICIPANT REFLECTIONS

After our online interviews, we invited participants to complete an
online questionnaire addressing the research question: What was
the experience of screen-reader users using chat-based platforms
for online interviews?
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Nine participants completed the questionnaire (Male=6; Female=2;
Agender=1), aged between 18-37 years old (M=27.63, SD=6.72). Par-
ticipants rated their visual acuity using descriptions proposed by
the World Health Organisation [4]: “Severe (worse than 20/200 and
equal to or better than 20/400” (1 participant), and “Blind (worse
than 20/400)”, (7 participants). One participant responded: “Full
blindness with zero light perception but physical eyes still remain”.

2.1 Method

Our online questionnaire had 18 questions (12 closed-ended and
six open-ended). We used the first five questions to understand
what prior experience participants had with research studies (Q1),
using online chat (Q2) and the purpose (Q3), whether the interview
length was sufficient (Q4) and to comment on the reason for their
response (Q5). Q6-14 included nine statements shown in Table 1 and
we presented the statements with a corresponding five point Likert
scale. We concluded the interview with broader questions to find
out the advantages (Q15) and disadvantages (Q16) the participants
identified, any advice participants had for researchers conducting
chat-based with screen-reader users (Q17), and final comments on
the platform each participant chose (Q18). Ethical approval was
obtained from our IRB. The participants were reimbursed for their
time with an Amazon voucher equivalent to £15.

2.2 Quantitative Findings

Prior to this study, participants had varied previous experience of
using online chat platforms. Three participants had used online chat
to speak to a business at least once per day, three did this less than
once per month and 3 had never done this. Participants provided
examples of engaging in online chat and these were varied: home
broadband, a phone company, troubleshooting with Google, flight
carriers, energy supplier. Of the participants who reported that they
never use online chat, one provided a valid example (suggesting
that this response was in error, one noted that they have engaged
in online chat for personal use, and one noted that they “avoid
these services because they tend to have accessibility problems".
Participants were asked a number of statements on a 5-point Likert
scale (Strongly Disagree - Disagree - Neutral - Agree - Strongly Agree).
These results are shown in Table 1. Participants were also asked
whether the length of the interview was sufficient to cover the
questions posed. All participants responded Yes.

2.3 Qualitative Findings

An open-coding approach was used by the primary author to anal-
yse the qualitative responses [14]. Initial axial codes were generated
using a data-driven approach and then collated. We identified three
thematic sections, outlined below.

1) The Study Environment: In terms of the physical location,
participants commented that they “don’t have to worry about noisy
locations” (P4) or “disrupting others” (P2), suggesting chat-based
platforms added flexibility. P1 reported they would be “able to do a
text chat interview almost anywhere at almost any time”. Concern-
ing the digital environment, P4 noted that text “consumes smaller
bandwidth than a voice chat”. There were reports of potential tech-
nical limitations, e.g., “a disturbingly large portion of blind people
still use Internet Explorer, and compatibility with many web clients
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could be patchy or even non existent” (P1). However, all participants
had a choice of chat platform.

2) Conversational Interaction: The speed of conversation was
reduced, with participants noting “it could take screen readers
longer to read and respond to the chat” (P10). P1 reported chal-
lenges when receiving a message: “this is even worse for a screen
reader user because we can’t just glance at it and skim read, we
have to exit the text box, arrow back up, then reenter the text box
and find where we left off”. However, the slower pace eased com-
munication, allowing participants to “have the time to think (P10)
as well as “check older messages, which is less embarrassing than
admitting you lost track and therefore much more likely to actually
be effective” (P1).

Regarding the inter-personal connection with the interviewer, P1
noted that the text-based chat was “less personable”. Preferences
on the most natural interaction form varied. P8 found typing “more
natural” whereas P11 noted “sometimes saying what you want to
say is easier”. Some limitations of text were identified. Although
it was possible for participants to send a variety of media content
via the chat, most participants sent only text. It was noted that
some people “cannot write their thoughts into words and express
themselves” (P4) and that “getting all your thoughts in one or two
messages without creating a mind numbing wall of text is hard for
some” (P1).

3) Convenience: The chat functionality complemented data
gathering, resulting in an “easily-archived record is also available”
(P8) after the interview. There was also a convenience in participant
preparation of their answers. Participants can “take some time to
think about the questions without pressure” (P3) and this means
that “information may end up being more coherent and better able
to be parsed into usable data” (P1).

3 INTERVIEWER REFLECTIONS

The primary author conducted interviews across different plat-
forms: Facebook Messenger, Twitter DM and Google Hangout. The
platform for each interview was chosen by the participant to en-
sure that they were comfortable with the system and any additional
Assistive Technology required. Facebook was by far the most re-
quested system, most likely due to participants using this system
regularly. It was important that privacy was considered to ensure
that the two parties did not need to become ‘friends’. Therefore,
accounts were set up on these platforms to be used for this study.

In a face-to-face interview, active listening plays a large role (e.g.,
nodding). During the chat-based interview, this was provided using
verbal acknowledgment responses (e.g. ‘yes, I understand’). These
responses were typically announced by screen-readers and so were
disruptive for participants. Conversation did not flow as readily as
a voice conversation.

There was no icon to indicate when participants were typing.
This shows on most messaging platforms and reassures the conver-
sation partner that a response is imminent. However, because we
used a Facebook Page to maintain privacy, the ‘typing’ icon was
not present. Some participants answered questions by typing one
long response. For the interviewer, this meant that responses took
a long time to arrive and it was not clear that the participant was
still engaged. Second, some participants typed an answer in one
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Table 1: Summary of participant quantitative responses to questions 6-14 of our questionnaire. No responses were given for
Strongly Disagree or Disagree, so these have been omitted from the table.

Statement Neutral Agree Strongly Agree
Q6. I was able to share the information I wanted to during the interview - 3 6
Q7. The interview moved at a suitable pace 1 3 5
Q8. The interviewer was engaged - 3 6
Q9. I was engaged with the interview - 2 7
0Q10. I was able to expand on points that I made during the interview - 2 7
Q11. I felt comfortable during the interview 1 3 5
Q12. I enjoyed taking part in the online chat interview - 4 5
Q13. As a screen-reader user, online chat interviews were a good way to 1 6 2
share my opinions and ideas

Q14. I would recommend that others take part in online chat interviews 1 4 4

message with follow-up responses in subsequent messages. With-
out the icon being present, it was not clear when the response was
complete. This sometimes led to the interviewer asking a question
before the participant had completed their response, which needed
additional effort to repair the conversation.

Within Facebook, a ‘page’ is linked to a personal account with in-
dividuals being administrators of the page. This means that in order
to access the page, the interviewer was logged into their personal
account. Notifications for personal accounts were a distraction
at times, particularly when waiting for participants to construct
lengthy replies.

4 LESSONS LEARNED

We have identified four lessons we learned that can inform future
use of online chat-based interviews:

1) Consider if conversation acknowledgments are required (i.e.,
messages with similar intentions to showing active listening). En-
sure that these do not interrupt screen-reader users when they are
dictating or typing responses.

2) Screen reader users may have additional steps in replying
within the conversation, such as dictating their response and read-
ing it back for clarity, which reduced the interaction speed. Using a
platform with an icon for ‘typing’ ensures that the interviewer can
see that the participant is responding and avoid typing questions
that may interrupt this flow.

3) We set up a Facebook page to avoid participants becoming
‘friends’. However, the page must be linked to the interviewer’s
personal account, which introduced notification challenges. Using
a page should have reduced distraction but personal notifications
on Facebook could not be muted without also muting those from
the page.

4) Scheduling time between participants is common in face-to-
face interviews and should also be used for chat-based interviews.
This allows extra time in cases where the responses from screen-
reader users are slower than expected. In some cases, participants
would message ahead of time to indicate that they were available
and this would overlap with an interview in progress, adding to
the notification distractions for the interviewer.

These lessons are based on the experience of both the inter-
viewer and the research participants, who are screen reader users.

While we feel they will be useful when considering this method
in general, they will be especially beneficial when interviewing
participants who use screen-readers. We found great benefit in
using this method, but there is more to learn and we would be
interested to see how how generalizable our experiences are is to
other participant groups.
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