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Abstract 
This research aims to create a deeper understanding of the haptic qualities in the built 
environment. As a vehicle for communication with the researcher, children who are 
congenitally blind engage in photo-ethnography by using a camera. Their experiences, 
behaviours, use of the camera and the resulting photos provide unique insights in the 
role of haptics in indoor and outdoor spaces. The findings reported here are twofold: the 
method used to enhance communication; and the insights gained from the lenses of the 
participants. The findings reveal detailed nuances of thought, behaviour, reactions and 
experiences of congenitally blind children illuminating non-visual aspects inherent to  the 
built environment.  
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1 Introduction 
The study reported in this paper is part of a larger research project that aims at 
developing haptic design parameters for architects to use in designing more inclusive 
environments. Haptic refers to the experiences of touch and derives from the Greek 
word “hapthai”, meaning to lay hold of. Related to architecture, haptics is defined as an 
all-encompassing sensory experience within the built environment arising from active 
(proprioceptive activity) as well as passive touch (cutaneous perception). [1]   

In order to gain a better understanding of haptics we call in the help of people who are 
congenitally blind. These people rely exclusively on spatial information delivered by their 
remaining intact senses such as hearing and touch [2] and they may never reach the 
point of possessing a visual reference frame.[3,4]  Methodologically, the project 
combines three approaches: in-depth interviews with congenitally blind adults in their 
home environment; focus group interviews with remedial educationalists, occupational 
therapists and educators in an institute for blind children; and—the focus of this paper—
observations in a communal living space at an institute for blind children.  

During the observations photo-ethnography is used as an exercise to communicate 
with congenitally blind children about space. Asking blind children to take pictures may 
seem contradictory, yet the results provide unique insights into how space is perceived 
in the absence of sight, and in particular the role of haptics therein.  

2 Photo-ethnography in a nutshell 
Communicating about sensory experience in the built environment is challenging at the 
best of times. Verbal language is sometimes helpful but vocabulary around the 



sensorium is limited. Moreover, in general, people are not taught to articulate their 
sensory experiences and participants in research studies may even have fear to express 
their own opinions. To overcome these shortcomings researchers use photography or 
visual imagery as a means of communication. Anthropologists discovered that photo-
ethnography offers a relevant research method in situations of language deprivation.[5]  
Participants who engage in taking photographs offer interesting insights, while 
researchers can use the resulting data to provoke discussion.  

Warren [6] describes four characteristics of visual research: images 1) are data 
including visual signs and symbols; 2) act as records that document social, cultural and 
physical processes; 3) act as stimuli to elicit information from research participants; and 
4) help participants to express their thoughts, behaviours, reactions and experiences. 
Photo-ethnography is referred to as “native image making” [7] due to the intimate, almost 
voyeuristic, nature of the method. Having participants create their own documentation of 
experiences in open space offers many benefits:  they are given confidence (happiness, 
relaxation, excitement), the role of being an expert (ownership, pride, freedom, 
remembrances), a voice (independence, self-expression), and the opportunity to be self-
reflective (awareness of surroundings self-alteration by experience). [5] 

Our research acknowledges that photo-ethnography provides a complex snapshot into 
the realms of participants; however, for the purpose of this paper we zoom in on photo-
interviewing [8] as a means to exploring communication about spatial experience. In 
doing so, we focus on the layers of thought, behaviour, reactions and experiences of the 
participants while they engage in taking a picture9 10. 

 

3 Aims & set-up 
The aim of our project is to get acquainted with the lives and spatial experience of 
children who are congenitally blind. Observing the participants in situ is a natural way to 
gain insights into their world.  

A single researcher observed the activities of communal living in a blind institute for 
four consecutive months. The children who live in this institute are congenitally blind but 
have few or no mental disorders. The observations took place with a group of children 
attending nursery and primary boarding school classes and are between the ages of 3 
and 13 years old. The participants were selected for two reasons: children are very 
spontaneous and honest while talking, engaging and behaving; and their limited 
enculturation into our visually dominated society (compared to that of adults) leaves their 
spatial experiences less affected by external forces.  

A few months before the observation started, the researcher joined the children on 
outings to an amusement park and a tandem bicycle tour along the coast. This enabled 
all parties involved in the upcoming observation (children, educators, researcher) to 
become acquainted.  

Participant observation began shortly following the introductory session. The 
researcher continuously worked closely with the care supervisor of the group to support 
an appropriate observational setting. It was decided that initially the children would be 
observed on a limited basis with the researcher maintaining a relatively low profile. 
During the first two months of the research no activities were planned that specifically 



relate to the research. Once mutual trust was established more focused activities were 
initiated; however, it became clear that a lot of creativity would be needed to involve the 
children as participants in the research. The children’s spontaneity and lack of 
enculturation, which seemed a major advantage at first, turned out to hamper access to 
information about haptic experiences.  

Interestingly, during the early phase of observation some of the children were very 
curious about the researcher’s photo camera, even repeatedly asking how to use it. One 
participant mentioned that he asked St. Nicholas a camera, but unfortunately had not 
received one. This curiosity inspired the researcher to use a camera as an instrument to 
communicate with the children. A digital camera became a means to focus the children’s 
attention on their daily thoughts, behaviours, reactions and experience with the space in 
and around their institute. Last but not least, the children were given full control to decide 
independently when, how, what and where to take a picture. This activity inspired a great 
deal of self confidence and enthusiasm in the participants.   

At the start of the individual photo shoots, each child was given a brief verbal 
explanation about the use of the camera. There was plenty of time to ask questions and 
experiment before starting the actual exercise, which  took between two and three hours 
to complete. Upon beginning the exercise, participants were asked different questions to 
address when taking their pictures, such as: Take a picture of the place in or around the 
institute which you feel is the most pleasant. Why did you choose this place? What are 
the most pleasant materials in the institute? Why? Where do you use the sense of 
touch? Why? How?  

4 Snapshots into the haptic world 
Due to the emphasis on the non-visual in the photo-ethnography exercise and the lack of 
sight, typical visual stimuli such as balance, symmetry, portrait or landscape did not play 
a role. Instead participants were encouraged to focus on their perceptions of the 
environment through the sensations of sound and touch. These dominant senses 
provided the blind children triggers to push the camera button. Furthermore, the camera 
was not handled in the way a sighted person ordinarily engages with a physical object. 
 
4.1 Remembrances and movement 
For the participants, triggers to take a picture generally resulted from remembering a 
stimulus or their own internalised movement through space. Remembrances typically 
relate to mental pictures of spaces stored in memory called a ‘mental stimulus’. These 
mental pictures differ from what non-visually impaired people know as mental maps. 
Schlaegel [11] found that intelligent blind adolescents report imagery in modalities other 
than vision. That is, movement and stimuli are elicited through the participants’ individual 
body called a ‘body stimulus’. 

Interestingly, the kind of stimulus seemed to influence how the pictures are taken. 
Mental stimuli spurred on picture taking from a distance without previously touching 
something, while the bodily stimuli asked for images in close proximity. In the latter case 
spaces were often photographed because of certain physical attributes or characteristics 
of the environment, e.g., structure, materials, sound, smell or textures. Participants 
approached these characteristics from their individual intimate acquaintances with the 



institution’s environment. For example, one participant who took a picture of a goldfish in 
a clear glass bowl, interestingly held the camera inside the fish bowl (Figure 1). Either he 
did not know that the fish bowl was made of glass, or he knew but did not grasp the 
notion of transparency, something evident to sighted people.  

Figure 1: fish in a transparent glass bowl.                        Figure 2: hill in the recreation area.           
 
Congenitally blind children are taught that people typically look through a window 

made of glass, but for some of them this concept is difficult to fully understand. For 
sighted people glass is a material with many advantages and is associated with fewer 
multisensory advantages. This is why Pallasmaa [12] calls on to further develop 
applications of glass that offer comforting sensory pleasure instead of alienating 
perfection. In doing so, applications for the use of glass have the potential to present a 
haptic and bodily invitation beyond mere retinal images. The participant’s sense of 
alienation from glass is just one illustration of how haptic experience differs from the 
visual. 
 
4.2 Camera as an extension of body 
From the onset of the experiment it became clear that the camera as a physical artefact 
was approached in tactile and auditory ways. The resulting photographs relate to the 
radius of the participants’ physical body space. Most of the time, the lens was literally put 
against the subject as the image was taken. Moreover the children preferred to 
physically engage with and hold the lens while taking a picture. This suggests that the 
participants considered the camera as an extension of their body (hands or feet) where 
the camera is directed along the trajectory of their limbs or body position. For example 
one participant’s picture of a small hill in the recreation area does not portray the hill at 
all (Figure 2). 
This picture was taken while holding the camera parallel to the slope of the hill, resulting 
in an image of the above sky and fence around the grounds. This natural engagement 
with the camera suggests that the participant assumes the bottom of the camera needs 
to be parallel to her body position in order to accurately represent the hill. She illustrates 
movement on the hill as her feet are directed at the same angle of inclination as the hill, 
which is accurate to her spatial reference. 

Throughout the picture taking exercise  two of the three participants took a series of 
pictures from the same spot and sometimes the camera button was engaged in 
spontaneous repetition (Figure 3).  

 
 
 



 
 

      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3: judo carpet sequentially photographed. 

 
This sequential repetition seems in line with the haptic spatial experience. Research into 
tactile experience of objects revealed that serial encoding exists, [13]  generally involving 
a sequential contour-exploration strategy.[14] In addition, the act of pushing the button 
became an experience in itself: active touching and/or haptic actions. Feeling and 
hearing how the button goes up and down was an affirmation for the children that the 
picture was being taken. One participant literally followed the fingers of his left hand with 
his right hand while taking pictures from the perceived tactile spot.  

 

4.3 Discussion 
Through observing congenitally blind children we are reminded that most people have 
visually-centric behaviours, reactions and experiences. By taking photography and the 
medium of pictures to a different level through ignoring the visual we gain insights into 
alternate ways of experiencing space.  

One insight is that remembrances and movement are interconnected and not easily 
separable. For the participants, the spatial environment, whether in- or outdoors, is 
always perceived in close relation to their body. That is, the body is relational to the 
space in a more holistic way. Another insight is the consistent photographing of 
materiality in unexpected ways as participants focus on small details where two different 
materials meet and nuances or variations within textures. Finally, the way the children 
use the camera reminds us that for the congenitally blind the world is literally at their 
fingertips, even when reflecting on their own experiences. It is as if human fingers act as 
the detail seeker while the body acts to understand the bigger picture. In summary, our 
visual data illustrate experiences that are easily categorised in two ways: close-
up/detailed ones that represent the material/physical, and body-focused ones that 
represent what is not visible, the space surrounding an individual.  

5 Conclusion 
Photo-ethnography is used in this study to give voice to children who are congenitally 
blind in order to facilitate communication about their haptic perception related to space. 
Visual data are used here as an essential method to explore our research theme. 
Warren [6] questions whether “visual” necessarily means “visible” as the act of viewing is 
not just about seeing but experiencing with all our senses. She compares the 
photograph to a “voice” as it communicates something to a wider audience through its 



iconography, representational value and/or symbolic imagery—but also enables voice in 
that the photograph gives research participants something to talk about. 

Our study has demonstrated that “native image making” offers more than visual data 
in the sense of visible data. The digital camera acts as a tool to gain intimate insight into 
the participants’ haptic perception of space. As such, it offers a vehicle towards further 
discussion about spatial considerations, and in particular towards an understanding of 
lesser-known haptic experiences. 
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