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Abstract

Visually impaired individuals experience films primarily through sound, relying on dialogue,
music, sound effects, and vocal cues to construct mental images of characters, settings, and
narrative action. However, traditional film audio often lacks sufficient descriptive detail of the
visuals, making it challenging for them to fully understand visual elements such as gestures,
scene transitions, facial expressions, or non-verbal storytelling. This accessibility problem
makes it difficult for visually impaired audiences to keep up with film coherence. With the film
technology advancement, audio description has emerged as an assistive solution that narrates
critical visual information, thereby enriching their cinematic experience. This study explores
how audio description shapes film comprehension among visually impaired audiences, with a
focus on their interpretive processes, emotional engagement, and overall understanding of
cinematic narratives. The study adopts a qualitative methodology, involving in-depth
interviews with visually impaired participants who frequently listen to audio-described films.
The result indicates that audio description significantly enhances film comprehension by filling
visual information gaps, supporting scene interpretation, and increasing emotional
engagement. Also, participants reported that Audio Description enables them to visualize
scenes more vividly, follow maintain scene continuity, provides immersive cinematic
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experience without the need for physical assistance. The study concludes that audio description
is not merely an accessibility feature but a transformative medium that enriches and reshapes
the listening experience, enabling visually impaired viewers to engage with films more
independently and meaningfully.

Keywords: Audio Description, Visually Impaired, Film Comprehension, Accessibility
Introduction

Cinema is one of the most powerful storytelling mediums, built fundamentally on visual
expression. From its origins, filmmakers have relied on images, facial expressions, camera
movements, colour, lighting, and framing to communicate emotions and narrative meanings
that words alone cannot convey. Visual techniques such as close-ups, montages, visual
metaphors, and special effects play a central role in shaping the audience’s experience. Because
of this visual dependence, films have long presented challenges for individuals who cannot
access visual information, particularly those who are visually impaired.The cinematic
experience is entirely different for visually impaired audiences. They primarily rely on sound,
which becomes the essential narrative guide. Dialogue, music, tone, rhythm, and sound effects
help them construct mental images of characters, settings, and events. Through auditory cues,
they interpret emotions, visualize scenes, and follow the storyline. However, traditional film
audio tracks often do not convey the complete picture. Visual-only actions, gestures, facial
expressions, scene transitions, costumes, and non-verbal storytelling are typically not
verbalized, leaving gaps in comprehension. As a result, visually impaired viewers may miss
important details that sighted audiences easily understand, creating an uneven cinematic
experience. The advancement in the film making in digital era has further changed how films
are produced and consumed. Modern digital filmmaking employs fast-paced editing, complex
visual effects (VFX), high-definition cinematography, symbolic imagery, and sophisticated
animation techniques. These innovations have enhanced the visual richness of films but have
also widened the accessibility gap. The increasing visual complexity means that visually
impaired audiences lose even more narrative detail when films do not provide verbal
descriptions. Additionally, the rise of digital platforms such as OTT services, smartphones, and
streaming apps has increased film accessibility but has highlighted the need for inclusive
features that support diverse audiences.

In response to these challenges, Audio Description (AD) has emerged as a crucial accessibility
solution. Audio description is an additional narration track that provides concise, objective
descriptions of important visual elements. It explains what is happening on screens such as
gestures, movements, scene changes, character appearances, visual humour, and silent actions
that are not conveyed through dialogue. AD helps bridge the gap between sound and visuals,
enabling visually challenged viewers to follow the plot more accurately, understand emotions
more deeply, and engage with film content more independently. With advancements in digital
media, audio description has become more widely available on streaming platforms, television
broadcasts, and mobile apps, contributing significantly to media accessibility.

Review of Literature
Audio Description (AD) has emerged as a crucial accessibility feature that enhances media
consumption for blind and low-vision audiences by verbalising essential visual information.

Early foundational research established that visually impaired viewers rely heavily on sound
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cues dialogue, music, sound effects, and vocal tones to mentally reconstruct filmic events.
However, such auditory elements alone cannot convey visual storytelling conventions such as
facial expressions, gestures, scene transitions, or symbolic imagery. Romero-Fresco (2013)
demonstrated through reception studies that AD significantly bridges this gap, enabling
visually impaired audiences to access narrative and cinematic meaning with greater accuracy.
His findings showed that AD not only clarifies visual events but also improves recall, narrative
coherence, and comprehension of character motivations.

A growing body of literature explores how AD style affects user experience. Bardini et al.
(2017) compared denotative, cinematic, and narrative styles, concluding that stylistic choices
influence immersion, emotional connection, and clarity. Their experiments indicated that
cinematic AD using richer vocabulary and rhythm can heighten engagement, while neutral AD
may promote objectivity but reduce emotional resonance. Walczak and Fryer (2017) expanded
this inquiry by analysing how AD style shapes the sense of presence. Their reception study
revealed that AD can alter spatial presence, ecological validity, and narrative engagement,
suggesting that AD actively constructs the viewer’s subjective experience rather than simply
supplementing missing information.

Despite its benefits, research also points to cognitive-processing challenges. He, Luo and Li
(2023) examined whether additional descriptive input imposes extra cognitive load. Their
results showed that while AD enriches narrative comprehension, poorly timed or overly
detailed descriptions can overwhelm working memory. This aligns with Vercauteren’s (2012)
theoretical framework, which argues that optimal AD requires balancing informativeness with
brevity to ensure coherence and avoid cognitive overload. Together, these studies highlight the
need for deliberate scripting strategies, especially in rapidly edited or visually dense films
typical of the digital era.

Another major research focus is emotional engagement. Wang et al. (2022) conducted a
multimodal analysis of emotional responses to AD in museum contexts, using self-report,
behavioural cues and qualitative interviews. They found that expressive and interpretive AD
enhances emotional immersion, empathy and viewer satisfaction. Similarly, Fryer and Cavallo
(2021) studied audio introductions and emotional resonance in theatre and film, demonstrating
that interpretative AD enhances affective comprehension by conveying tone, mood and
character psychology. These findings support the argument that AD is not merely informational
but also deeply affective and experiential.

Industry-oriented studies and accessibility reports further highlight practical issues in AD
implementation. Netflix (2021) reported increased AD availability across platforms, but
scholars such as Udo and Fels (2010) observed that mere availability does not guarantee
accessibility. Barriers such as inconsistent terminology, lack of culturally adaptive descriptions
and difficulty locating AD tracks persist. These limitations justify further user-centred studies
that examine how AD functions in everyday viewing conditions, particularly in regional
contexts like India where accessibility infrastructures are still emerging.

Together, the literature demonstrates that AD enhances narrative comprehension, contextual
understanding and emotional engagement, but outcomes vary according to style, timing and
cognitive load. Most existing research is based on Western contexts, leaving a gap in
understanding AD experiences in regions like Tamil Nadu, where cultural and linguistic
contexts differ. Therefore, the present study contributes to the field by qualitatively exploring

Page | 366


https://musikinbayern.com/
https://doi.org/10.15463/gfbm-mib-2025-508

Musik in Bayern
ISSN: 0937-583x Volume 90, Issue 11 (Nov -2025)
https://musikinbayern.com DOI https://doi.org/10.15463/gfbm-mib-2025-508

how visually impaired viewers interpret films through AD, how they emotionally connect with
cinematic content and how AD supports contextual, narrative and affective comprehension in
contemporary film viewing.

Objective of the study

e To examine how Audio Description enhances visually impaired viewers in following
film narratives independently.

Theory

This study incorporates Narrative Transportation Theory, introduced by Green and Brock
(2000), serves as a key framework for examining how Audio Description (AD) influences film
comprehension among visually impaired audiences. The theory argues that individuals become
deeply immersed or “transported” into a story when they mentally visualize its events,
emotionally engage with its characters, and cognitively invest in the narrative. This immersive
state is created through vivid mental imagery and emotional involvement. For visually impaired
viewers, who depend primarily on auditory information, AD plays a crucial role in facilitating
this transportation by providing access to visual elements they cannot see.

An important factor that shapes the level of transportation is the level of detail within the
narrative. This refers to how rich, specific, and clear the descriptive information is. In the case
of AD, level of detail includes descriptions of character expressions, gestures, environments,
actions, emotions, and other visual cues. When the AD track offers high-detail descriptions
such as precise movements, textured settings, or expressive facial reactions it allows listeners
to form stronger mental images. These vivid images deepen both cognitive engagement and
emotional connection, enhancing the overall sense of immersion in the film.

Narrative Transportation Theory proposes that higher levels of immersion lead to better
comprehension, stronger recall, and deeper emotional responses. For visually impaired
audiences, rich and detailed AD helps bridge the gap left by missing visual information by
converting visual content into meaningful auditory cues. Consequently, high-detail AD
improves the audience’s understanding of character motives, plot continuity, emotional tone,
and symbolic elements. On the other hand, AD with minimal detail may weaken mental
imagery and reduce narrative involvement, ultimately hindering comprehension.
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Conceptual Framework Based on Narrative Transportation Theory
Research Methodology

This study employs a qualitative research method supported by a case study approach to
examine how Audio Description (AD) enhances film comprehension among visually impaired
viewers. The case study focuses on individuals who regularly consume audio-described films
through OTT platforms, television services, or mobile-based AD applications. A sample of
four visually impaired participants was selected using purposive sampling, ensuring that only
those with prior experience using AD were included. Data were collected through in-depth
semi-structured interviews, allowing participants to express how they interpret narrative
elements and emotionally engage with films through AD. Ethical considerations, including
informed consent, voluntary participation, anonymity, and confidentiality, were strictly
maintained throughout the study. This methodological framework provides a holistic and
detailed exploration of how AD shapes film experience for visually impaired audiences.

Case 1

Case 1, a 27-year-old visually impaired individual from Coimbatore, grew up listening to
movie dialogues on television and radio but was never able to fully understand visual scenes,
character expressions, or action sequences. For years, he felt disconnected from films because
crucial elements such as facial reactions, settings, and silent moments were missing from his
experience. This changed when he was introduced to Audio Description (AD) through the
Tamil thriller film “Psycho.”

“Psycho” was the first movie where Case 1 watched with an AD track, and it transformed his
understanding of cinema. The film follows the story of a blind protagonist confronting a serial
Killer, making the narrative especially meaningful and relatable for case 1 as he could identify
with the character’s challenges and emotional journey. Through AD, case 1 was able to
understand not only the plot but also the subtle emotions and visual cues that he had previously
missed. The narrator described facial expressions, scene transitions, atmospheric elements, and
the antagonist’s body language, allowing case 1 to mentally visualise the tension and suspense.
For the first time, case 1 felt that he could “see” the film through sound.
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Case 1 reported that the AD track helped him deeply connect with the blind protagonist. He
understood how the character navigated danger, interpreted situations, and responded
emotionally, elements he would have missed without descriptive narration. He also mentioned
that the antagonist’s behaviour, appearance, and body movements were more meaningful when
described in detail. This significantly improved his film comprehension, enabling him to follow
complex scenes and psychological nuances in the story.

After this experience, case 1 began watching more films with AD on OTT platforms such as
Netflix and Amazon Prime Video. He found that Audio Description allowed him to appreciate
genres he once avoided, including thrillers, dramas, and action films. Case 1 reported that AD
helped him understand character arcs, identify scene changes, and grasp symbolic visual
elements. This improved not only his comprehension but also his overall enjoyment and
emotional engagement with films.

Case 2

Case 2, a twenty-one-years old, shared that during his college days, a special screening of
Vettaiyan was arranged, giving him his first theatrical experience with Audio Description
(AD). Watching a Rajinikanth film in this format levelled up the excitement he and his friends
whistled, cheered, and enjoyed every moment of Rajini Sir’s iconic style and presence. Before
discovering XL Cinema, Case 2 often depended on friends or family members to explain visual
scenes, which disrupted the flow of the movie and made him feel reliant on others.

After this memorable screening, he learned about the XL Cinema app, which offers AD tracks
for a wide range of films. This discovery encouraged him to explore movies across different
languages using the app’s accessibility features. XL Cinema supports visually impaired
audiences by providing detailed descriptions of facial expressions, settings, costumes, body
language, and other visual elements. Its mission is to make cinema inclusive by removing
visual barriers and enriching the narrative experience. The app functions both in theatres and
with certain OTT platforms, syncing AD tracks seamlessly for accessible viewing.

Once he started using XL Cinema, Case 2’s film experience changed dramatically. He could
finally watch movies independently, listening to AD through his earphones without needing
assistance from anyone. This gave him a private, uninterrupted, and fully immersive cinematic
experience. With access to AD tracks in Tamil, Hindi, English, Telugu, and more, he began
exploring films beyond his usual choices. For the first time, he felt empowered, confident, and
truly included in the world of cinema.

Case 3

Case 3, twenty-five years old described his experience of watching the Tamil film Tourist
Family at AbilityFest 2025 in Chennai, where the movie was screened with Audio Description
(AD). This was one of the first times he encountered AD in a festival setting, and it significantly
changed the way he understood and connected with films. Before this experience, Case 3 often
struggled to follow visual transitions, character expressions, and subtle plot elements, relying
heavily on others to narrate missing details. This dependence made him feel detached from the
complete cinematic experience.
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At AbilityFest, however, the AD track for Tourist Family offered a fully accessible narration
of the film’s visual elements. The descriptions included character emotions, scenic locations,
comedic expressions, and interactions that formed key parts of the storyline. With these cues,
Case 3 could mentally visualize scenes, understand character dynamics, and follow the story
with clarity something he had rarely experienced in theatres before. He shared that for the first
time, he felt equal to any general viewers in the hall. The AD allowed him to grasp jokes,
emotional moments, and plot twists at the same pace as everyone else. This enhanced
comprehension made the film more enjoyable, immersive, and meaningful.

Case 3 also noted that the screening of Tourist Family with AD at a major festival like Ability
Fest shows how film festivals are increasingly promoting accessible and inclusive cinema. This
experience inspired him to attend more such screenings and explore films with AD across OTT
platforms and special events. Overall, the festival setting, combined with the richness of the
AD track, transformed his understanding of films and expanded his confidence in engaging
with mainstream cinema independently.

Case 4

Case 4, a 28-years old user, shared his experience using the ActiView app, which became a
valuable tool in enhancing his film comprehension. ActiView offers a range of accessibility
features, allowing users to choose services such as Audio Description (AD), amplified audio
for hearing support, closed captions, sign language interpretation, and even multi-language
dubbings. According to the most recent information available, the ActiView app is free to use,
and users are not required to pay for AD or other accessibility tracks.

Case 4 explained that ActiView gives visually impaired viewers the freedom to select the
accessibility service they need for a specific movie. For him, the ability to access Audio
Description transformed the way he experienced films. He also recognised and shared on the
app’s inclusivity of captions and sign language interpretation which make the platform
inclusive for a wide range of audiences with different needs.

He appreciated how ActiView synchronizes the AD track with the film automatically, making
the viewing experience smooth and uninterrupted. This accessibility empowered him to watch
movies independently, without relying on others for explanations, and helped him understand
scenes, character expressions, and visual details that were previously inaccessible.

Discussion

The findings from the four case studies provide strong evidence that Audio Description (AD)
significantly enhances film comprehension for visually impaired audiences. Across all cases,
AD emerged as a crucial tool enabling richer narrative engagement, improved understanding
of visual elements, and greater emotional connection to the storyline.

Plot Comprehension

Across all four cases, Audio Description (AD) significantly improved how participants
understood film plots. Case 1 expressed that AD helped him follow intricate storylines that rely
heavily on silent actions. Case 2 noted that before AD, he often missed key turning points and
visual twists, depending on friends to narrate scenes. After discovering XL Cinema, he finally
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experienced uninterrupted and complete plot flow. In Case 3, Tourist Family at AbilityFest
showed how AD clarified travel sequences and visually driven humour. Case 4 shared that
ActiView’s precise narration made complex, multi-layered English films more accessible. AD
filled narrative gaps created by visuals that dialogue alone cannot explain. Participants reported
better understanding and greater confidence in decoding story progression. They could follow.
the sequences of the plot more easily. Overall, AD transformed fragmented viewing into a
coherent and engaging narrative structure.

Character Interpretation

Character interpretation was deepened across all cases because AD described emotional cues,
gestures, and visual traits that define personalities. Case 1 highlighted how AD helped him
differentiate between characters with similar voices. Case 2 shared that he could finally
appreciate Rajinikanth’s trademark style, expressions, and iconic mannerisms during
Vettaiyan. In Case 3, AD made the comedic timing and relational dynamics in Tourist Family
more understandable. Case 4 found that ActiView’s narration revealed subtle emotional shifts,
costume details, and character movements. AD ensured that symbolic behaviours were not
overlooked. Participants felt more connected to characters’ motivations and arcs. They
developed clearer mental images of personalities and roles. Interpersonal relationships became
easier to interpret. With AD, characters felt alive, layered, and emotionally expressive. Overall,
AD enriched the perception of character tropes far beyond what just audio dialogues could
offer.

Scene Recognition

Scene recognition improved dramatically as AD provided clear spatial and visual details. Case
1 noted that AD helped him imagine settings, action sequences, and transitions more
accurately. Case 2 shared that before AD, he struggled to differentiate between scene locations
or understand background visuals. The availability of XL Cinema allowed him to follow scene
shifts smoothly during films like Vettaiyan. Case 3 described how AD explained travel
destinations, environments, and cultural settings in Tourist Family. Case 4 benefited from
ActiView’s descriptive narration of lighting, colours, props, and camera movements. AD
enabled participants to build mental pictures of each scene. They understood mood changes
created by shifting environments. Visual metaphors and symbolic scenes became accessible.
Scene continuity felt logical and immersive. Overall, AD helped participants experience a
complete cinematic world through sound and imagination.

Emotional Engagement

Emotional engagement strengthened across all cases because AD conveyed feelings expressed
through silent actions. Case 1 stated that AD helped him sense emotional tension, humour, fear,
and joy more intense. Case 2 recalled how AD enhanced the excitement of watching
Rajinikanth’s screen presence and action sequences. In Case 3, AD highlighted the warmth,
family bonding, and comedic emotions in Tourist Family. Case 4 emphasised how ActiView
captured dramatic expressions, subtle reactions, and emotional shifts. AD allowed participants
to feel synchronised with the film’s emotional pacing. Music, tone, and voice acted together
with descriptive narration. Emotional nuances that were once missed became accessible.
Participants felt more connected to the storyline and characters. The emotional depth of cinema
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became richer and more meaningful. AD enabled a fuller, more immersive emotional
experience.

Unique perceptual Experience

Across all cases, AD created a unique perceptual experience by translating visuals into
imaginative audio narratives. Case 1 described this as “seeing through words,” where detailed
descriptions shaped mental imagery. Case 2 expressed that AD gave him independence,
removing the need for friends to interpret visuals. Case 3’s AbilityFest experience added a
communal dimension, showing that AD can make theatres inclusive. Case 4 appreciated
ActiView’s flexibility, allowing him to enjoy films privately with multiple accessibility
features. AD encouraged active imagination and creative interpretation. It transformed
watching into a multisensory process. Participants felt empowered and respected as equal
cinema viewers. Their understanding shifted from passive listening to active visualization. AD
enriched their engagement with artistic elements. Ultimately, AD provided a distinctive
cinematic experience rooted in sound, narration, and personal interpretation.

Conclusion

The findings from all four cases collectively highlight how Audio Description (AD)
fundamentally transforms the film-viewing experience for visually impaired audiences. AD
bridges the communication gap created by visual storytelling by translating essential visual
cues into meaningful auditory information. This allows viewers to follow complex plots,
understand character motivations, and recognise scenes with clarity. Across cases, participants
reported a dramatic shift from partial reliance on others to complete independence while
watching films. AD enabled them to interpret silent expressions, gestures, symbolic visuals,
and environmental details that dialogue alone cannot convey. The narratives became more
coherent, emotionally rich, and accessible. These experiences show that AD is not simply an
assistive tool, but a narrative enhancer that improves comprehension. As a result, visually
impaired viewers can participate in cinema with the same depth and continuity as sighted
audiences.

The study also reveals the broader impact of accessible technologies such as XL Cinema,
ActiView, and inclusive screenings like AbilityFest. These platforms expanded opportunities
for visually impaired viewers to explore films across languages, genres, and cultural contexts.
Participants expressed increased confidence, enjoyment, and emotional connection when
watching movies with AD. The technology allowed them to visualise scenes through narration,
creating a unique multisensory experience shaped by imagination and sound. This
demonstrates the importance of integrating AD into mainstream theatrical and OTT releases.
Ensuring widespread availability would promote equal participation and support a more
inclusive media environment. Overall, the study emphasises that AD is essential for
accessibility, empowerment, and meaningful cinematic engagement for visually impaired
audiences.
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