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Messages of Support

The Right Honourable, The Lord Blunkett:
"The introduction of audio description has made a huge difference to how
I can get the most out of going to see a wide range of theatrical
performances and I would have no hesitation in recommending this
particular aspect of access provision to fellow blind and partially sighted
people keen to enjoy and experience the Arts as much as possible! The
additional dimension of a pre-show touch tour can also greatly enhance
one's appreciation of the production in question and, as we've just
marked this year's Disability Access Day, let's hope that more and more
visually impaired people can take advantage of and derive much pleasure
from this invaluable service!”

The Lord Holmes of Richmond, MBE:
“Audio description is vital if visually impaired people are to enjoy all of the
marvellous television, theatre and live performances currently enriching
our cultural landscape. It enables programmes to come to life in a way
previously unavailable. To broadcasters, producers, event organisers:
include AD and enable an inclusive experience for blind and visually
impaired people.”
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The substance of this report has been informed by:
-

evaluation forms filled in at the close of the conference

-

feedback through emails and social media

-

addresses to conference

-

interviews

-

discussions from the conference floor.

The Conference opens
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Executive Summary
Growing Audiences for Audio Description National Conference took place
on March 14th 2016. It was attended by service providers, audio
describers, and users of audio description.
Ideas and concerns were shared throughout the day through a series of
discussions both within specific workshops including:
Marketing and Communication, the Visitor Experience, and New
Technologies, and a consumer panel discussion. Both Lord Low of Dalston
CBE and Matthew Cock, CEO, VocalEyes (a nationwide audio description
charity) addressed the whole conference. The day was rounded off with a
lively plenary session chaired by Vidar Hjardeng, MBE, Chair of ADA and
an audio description user.
Key issues raised during the day included:
-

a lack of knowledge and training on the part of venue staff about the
needs of blind and partially sighted people and about the range of
services offered by audio describers

-

the need for venues to consider all aspects of an audio described event
as a complete journey from the first publicity to when the event is
finished

-

consideration should be given to monitoring audio described events
and to find unobtrusive ways to collect and collate feedback which can
then be used to improve the user‟s experience

-

the marketing of audio described events needs to be planned for from
the beginning of the process and all publicity should reference them to
ensure inclusion

-

venues need to understand how individual audience members prefer to
receive information. It is very important to include social media in
their mix, specifically aimed at blind and partially sighted people, as
well as the usual media mix of website, local press, fliers and posters

-

producers need to be made aware of the needs of blind and partially
sighted audiences and also of the needs of audio describers.
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Valuable insights were shared by venues who have successfully increased
their audience members for audio description and their good practice was
reinforced by the views of users.
Conference attendees were able to gain valuable insight into the needs of
audience members by the number of users from all backgrounds who
attended.
There is still work to be done by all venues to ensure that the experience
of blind and partially sighted users of audio description continually
improves.
ADA will continue to work with all sectors to ensure that progress is made
in all types of audio described events including theatres, museums and
galleries and stately homes.
The conference was regarded as a great success and a stepping stone to
future developments.

Vidar Hjardeng, Chair of the Audio Description Association and audio
description user, addresses delegates
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Introduction
The Audio Description Association (ADA) was set up as a registered
charity in 1999 to meet the growing demand for a national organisation to
promote and support audio description. Together with its sister
organisation, ADA Scotland, ADA offers training and support for audio
describers as well as advising venues and liaising with users of the
service.
ADA‟s accredited courses for stage and screen describers have led to the
establishment of the Certificate in Audio Description Skills which has
become the nationally recognised qualification for describers in the United
Kingdom. ADA also offers a range of networking and information sharing
opportunities.
In partnership with RNIB, the Audio Description Association held the first
national conference on audio description of the 21st century on the 14th
March 2016 at Birmingham Hippodrome theatre.
A grant from Arts Council England‟s Grants for the Arts programme was
secured which put the conference on a sound financial footing.
Sponsorship was successfully sought from a number of partners:
The Audience Agency
Mind‟s Eye
Scene and Sound
Sightlines
VocalEyes
It is recognised that audio description has barely changed since its
inception in 1988 at Theatre Royal, Windsor. In times of reducing budgets
and fewer produced shows, it is vital that ADA remains at the forefront of
new developments in audio description.
The target audiences for the conference were service providers from
theatre, museums and galleries; blind and partially sighted users of the
services, as well as audio describers.
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The Aims of the Conference
-

identify the major barriers to attending audio described events

-

look at innovative strategies which may lead to increased
attendance for events

-

identify approaches to help “hard to reach” potential users

-

examine ways which will improve the quality of the experience for
all current and potential users

-

look at the use of new technologies which support audio description

-

enable service providers to tailor their marketing more effectively

-

inform the future work of ADA

The conference aims were to be met through a programme of external
speakers, workshops and discussion groups, and networking.

Networking between sessions
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Conference Attendees
The numbers attending the conference exceeded expectation. Members of
ADA were informed about the conference through a regular emailed
newsletter, Note Pad, and the website. Service providers were contacted
through email and word of mouth. Overall, 12% of attendees found out
via ADA‟s website, 21% responded to NotePad and 33% through word of
mouth. Approximately 33% were officially invited by ADA‟s executive
body.
Of the 103 people who booked places to attend the conference, 97 people
actually attended. The attendees included 42 service providers from 30
separate venues (7 of the service providers are also audio describers)
from the length and breadth of the UK including Ireland and Scotland;
24 audio describers; 21 users of audio description and their support
workers and 10 from various interested organisations.

Conference delegates enjoy the first session
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The Programme
Conference was opened with a keynote address from Lord Low of Dalston,
CBE, Vice President of the RNIB and President of the International Council
for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI).
Lord Low also spoke of his personal experience of audio description and
how it has changed over the years beyond theatre to include television,
film, museums, exhibitions, stately homes and galleries.
He reminded Conference of the importance of audio description as it
creates a feeling of independence and control for the individual, albeit
that there is a reliance on a professional service. He reminded
Conference that audio description is a highly skilled business but that
there is a way to go before perfection is reached.
Conference then heard from a panel of users of audio description. The
panel comprised Paula Suchy, MBE, a service user from Milton Keynes;
Allan Russell, broadcaster and producer for Insight Radio; Mark Smith
from the Norwich and Norfolk Association for the Blind; Davinder Kullar,
Assistive Technology Coordinator, Action for Blind People, London; Sally
Nagel-Whyte and her husband David Whyte.
Discussion ranged from the difficulties of using headphones in the theatre
to the magic of a live tour of a museum. Several potential barriers were
raised, particularly the difficulty of finding information about when audio
described events take place.
Attendees were able to engage in three different workshops across the
day.
Workshop one focused on New Technologies in audio description.
Participants were able to participate in a demonstration of Sennheiser‟s
Mobile Connect, an app for smart phones which operates over Wi-Fi; a
look at some of the new technologies that the RNIB are becoming
involved in, including Object Based Audio and Low Energy Blue Tooth
Beacons and, finally, to an insight into the developments at the Victoria
and Albert Museum in London.
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In the second workshop, participants looked at Marketing and
Communication. A wide-ranging discussion took place aided by questions
raised by the facilitators. This ranged from discussing the programming of
audio described events through marketing the event and how to attract
audiences.
The third workshop was entitled “The Visitor Experience”. The facilitators
took the discussion through the whole journey of a potential audio
description user and the issues and suggestions for improvement raised
by the attendees.
After lunch, Conference was treated to a live demonstration of the audio
description of a dance, watched on video and described by Julia Grundy.
This was followed by a second keynote address by Matthew Cock, CEO of
VocalEyes (a nationwide audio description charity, providing access to the
arts for blind and partially sighted people) which focused our attention on
recent surveys carried out by VocalEyes examining facts and figures
around attendance, theatre engagement and marketing.
Conference concluded with a plenary session which included a brief
summary of each workshop and a discussion from the floor chaired by
ADA Chair and regular audio description user, Vidar Hjardeng.
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Colin Low, CBE, Baron Low of Dalston, Vice-President RNIB and
President of the International Council for Education of People with Visual
Impairment gives the keynote address
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Outcomes from the Day
Conference Aim: Identify the major barriers to attending audio
described events
Matthew Cock singled out some interesting statistics during his address to
conference. A variety of surveys conducted and collated by VocalEyes
found that around 44% of Arts Council subsidised theatres and around
39% of commercial theatres had an audio described performance over the
last three years. The average number of blind or partially sighted
audience members was 11. Clearly this is an average and many theatres
had a much lower attendance. So the question needs to be asked: what
are the barriers to attendance?
The questions raised also apply to audio described events for other arts
organisations such as galleries and museums.
Barriers identified during the discussions and workshops were:
-

lack of knowledge about audio description and its potential benefit
to blind and partially sighted participants in all arts venues. It is
important for everyone who works with arts events to have an
understanding of audio description to ensure that participants have
an informed choice

-

lack of confidence in attending different and unknown venues which
is compounded by the lack of training of staff involved with arts
organisations, both in disability equality awareness in general and in
sight disability in particular. It was agreed that all disability
equality awareness training needs to be embedded within the
policies and structures of each organisation and that all venues
have a responsibility to offer training

-

disability equality awareness training is often low on the priority list
due to the cost and the difficulty of scheduling. Little is done to
resolve this

-

in some venues there is a distinct lack of knowledge by front line
staff about the full range of services provided by audio describers.
This results in, for example, lack of awareness of touch tours
timings, where the production notes can be found and who is to
care for assistance dogs if they should need it. Communication
between venues and potential attendees sometimes leaves a great
deal to be desired
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-

pricing of tickets in theatres lacks clarity. Different venues run
different schemes and this can be very confusing. It was regretted
that more producers were not present to take part in this discussion
as sometimes the price of tickets for major touring shows is
prohibitive, and this is beyond the venues‟ control

-

receiving theatres‟ access activities are sometimes curtailed by
producers who do not always want to offer, or indeed contribute
towards, access performances. Producers often dictate which
performances these should be regardless of the needs and wishes of
venues‟ audiences

-

issues around times of performances were also highlighted.
Assumptions about the timing of access events are sometimes
made for the convenience of the venue rather than the attendee

-

poor equipment often puts people off

-

some museums and galleries offer audio support through hand-held
devices which do not always take into account the layout of the
space, leaving participants at a loss as to how to find the painting or
exhibit they are most interested in

-

a recent VocalEyes survey has found that there are a huge number
of barriers to using current devices normally rented by galleries as
users did not know where to locate them, they were not charged up
or gallery staff did not know how to use them.

Helpful suggestions:
ADA Scotland offers ongoing awareness training to venues, free of
charge, on all aspects of audio description including touch tours and
guiding. They work with venues to create a “personalised” programme,
leading to some theatres receiving training on a regular basis as their
staff changes.
Several audio describers are involved in the venue‟s Front of House
briefing held prior to the performance, and are on hand to offer support
and advice. Others become involved in staff meetings with all
departments, although this has funding implications.
One theatre has a reciprocal arrangement with local blind organisations
whereby the organisation offers free training in return for an annual
“bucket collection”, or use of meeting rooms.
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Local venues could collaborate and offer joint training to reduce the cost.
The confidence of staff can be improved considerably by engaging with
the users of the service, informally or with forum-user groups.
Participants said ...
“After I lost my sight, I didn‟t really know a lot about audio description.”
“First, the kinds of headphones you use for listening to the commentary
are important. Headphones that cover your ears or that you stick in your
ears come between you and what‟s happening on stage so that you have
to keep moving the headphones away from your ears in order to be able
to hear properly what is going on stage. Listening to what‟s happening on
stage through the headphones isn‟t a substitute as the sound lacks
directionality and doesn‟t come to you in the acoustic of the theatre. “
“For each exhibition there has been an audio described tour. So we have
had someone take us around, described particular pieces that they might
think are really interesting and allow us the time, while the gallery is
actually closed, to look properly at the exhibition.”
“[The curator] might bring all different types of sculptures and allows us
to handle the sculptures and that I have found particularly valuable and
we've had the best feedback from the group I take there. “
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Conference Aim: Look at innovative strategies which may lead to
increased attendance for events
According to Matthew Cock, CEO for VocalEyes, venues who were
contacted for their survey of audio description said that they deliver
around 7 audio described performances a year. When asked if they were
happy with those attendance figures about one-third stated they were
fairly or very dissatisfied, one third were fairly or very satisfied and the
final one third‟s satisfaction levels were in the middle. These correlated
with the success they were having with attracting audiences to their audio
described performances.
Conference discussed strategies which may help increase audiences.
Venues should:
-

ask their users what their needs are and if possible act on them

-

share a city-wide/local clash diary which would ensure that audio
described events at different arts venues do not happen on the
same day

-

allow potential participants the opportunity to become familiar with
the environment prior to attending an event. Venues could consider
holding open days or taster sessions with demonstrations of the
systems used and a mini touch tour

-

train volunteers who are present at every audio described event

-

appoint user volunteers who are willing to go out and talk to local
groups and associations about audio description

-

collaborate with producers and share expectations about access
provision at the contract stage

-

attend events run by blind and partially sighted organisations such
as “Sight Village” to market the venue and upcoming audio
described events.

Helpful suggestions
Birmingham Hippodrome has trained four volunteers who are always
present at audio described performances and who have become well
known to customers. The volunteers meet and greet, test the
headphones, check on customers during the interval, collect headphones
after the show and pick up incidental feedback which helps improve the
service.
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Some theatres (and this idea could be used by all arts organisations)
have appointed Ambassadors from their users to promote audio described
performances within their own communities
One producing house ensures that the whole company is informed about
the accessible performances taking place and each member is given a
written explanation about what AD is so that they are well versed in what
will happen at assisted performances.
Participants said ...
“We recently did a Japanese tea ceremony where she [the curator] made
the tea and we all had some. It was disgusting! But it was so nice to
handle all the fabrics and handle the implements that she made the tea
with and have a really good description. She took us into the museum,
into a tea house that's been specially built in the Ashmolean [Museum].
We were allowed to go in which the general public can't. We get to
experience things that the general public just don't get to experience.”
“The standard way of dealing with this [opera] is to give the patron a set
of pre-recorded programme notes and a headset to play them on before
the show and during the interval. But these are obviously not accessed
contemporaneously with the action and place a strain on the memory.”

The Consumers‟ Panel
(from left to right)
Paula Suchy, MBE, Mark Smith, Allan Russell, Davinder Kullar,
Lord Low, David Whyte and Sally Nagel-Whyte
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Conference Aim: Identify approaches to help hard to reach
potential users
Although no formal survey has as yet (in so far as we know) been carried
out amongst different groups of blind and partially sighted people,
observation and anecdote would suggest that audio described events are
largely attended by those who have lost their sight later in life and who
had attended galleries, museums and theatres prior to losing their sight.
However, audio description is well known to all groups through television
and through the cinema.
-

The extension of audio description to arts events, together with a
clear explanation as to how it works, needs to be well marketed
beyond the usual routes

-

Consider holding a “Did You Know” campaign which aims to raise
the awareness of the venue for all

-

The use of social media came up again and again. To attract a
younger audience, all arts organisations need to make better use of
all aspects of social media. Most organisations use Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram in relation to the marketing of their shows
but rarely use it to market their access performances

-

The RNIB has found that 98% of blind young adults, between the
ages of 18 and 30, use social media regularly

-

Create an access steering group which mirrors the local
demography, including young people as well as people from
minority communities

-

Encourage people who feel that the arts are no longer accessible by
visiting local groups such as the Macular Society, RNIB social groups
and others. Venues could also hold open days specifically aimed at
blind and partially sighted people of all ages.

17

Growing Audiences for Audio Description Conference Report

Participants said ...
“I have facilitated our Facebook page for our VIP‟s Greater Manchester
group and we have a lot of younger people between the ages of 18 and
35. I have tagged a few along with me. There are 8 of us going to
“Mamma Mia”; later on next year there are 10 of us going to see “Billy
Elliot”. So we are recruiting younger people through our group.”

Demonstrating the power of social media,
delegates tweet their thought of the day
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Conference Aim: Examine ways which will improve the quality of
the experience for all current and potential users
Whilst most users present at the conference continue to support audio
description, it is clear that many improvements need to be made to the
overall experience of blind and partially sighted people who attend audio
described arts events.
-

Venues should consider all aspects of an audio described event as a
complete journey, which begins when their blind and partially
sighted patrons learn about a particular show which interests them,
from the booking process right up until they leave the venue

-

Venues should consider the use of checklists for all staff. Each
department would have a different checklist but this may help to
ensure that new or temporary staff know what to do and how to
answer queries. This should include the cast, in the case of a
theatre performance
Examples of checklists were provided for delegates, from Action for
Access, published by Arts Council England

-

Training is key. Users stated that booking staff are sometimes
unaware of a planned audio described event or do not know what
audio description is. There were examples of users missing a show
or being directed to the wrong type of access performance

-

Sending out introductions in advance and making them available on
websites is important. Recorded introductions should have each
section on a different track so that people can easily navigate
through the recording

-

Touch tours are an extremely important part of the theatre
experience, for blind and partially sighted people, as are handling
sessions in museums and galleries. Thought needs to go into these
events as to how it will be best received. Back up plans need to be
put into place should the event be cancelled

-

The monitoring of performances is essential to lead to an improved
experience. There is a need to find inventive ways to receive
feedback so that it is done appropriately and unobtrusively. It is
very important to find out why people return to a venue as well as
what it is that makes people reluctant to return. Asking for
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feedback immediately after a show can cause disruption to
someone‟s enjoyment of the complete evening‟s experience
-

Having a familiar person to meet and greet is extremely rewarding
whether it be a trained volunteer or a member of staff.

Helpful suggestions
One theatre telephones each person booked for an audio description a
week before the show to check on arrangements. This personal touch is
extremely important.
One touring theatre company provided a really good and thoughtful
display of items arranged across several stations with crew members on
hand to talk people through their use and how they are made.
Another touring company provided a robust model of the set that could be
used by customers to explore the settings.
From time to time, conduct a focused/structured survey which specifically
asks about each stage of the audio description experience.
Put a feedback form permanently online to be used for any audio
described performance. Use social media for feedback.
Feedback should be written up in a formal report and submitted to
management and describers as a post-show report.
If feedback is negative, specifically ask what has gone wrong and offer a
free ticket for the next audio described event to find out whether the
issue has been resolved.
One East Midlands theatre has conducted mystery shopping events which
allow every aspect of the “journey” to be examined in detail.
Participants said ...
“Think about the journey from a blind or partially sighted person's point of
view. We talked about the beginning of it which is promotion. But please
don‟t assume that the delivery of audio description is the product itself,
it's the whole journey through: the support you get from the
environment, the interaction, how much staff can support you, where
things are – the loos etc. It all adds to the experience of attending the
theatre and the product itself. If that goes right, if the technology works,
if people are trained, if the communication is there then I think the whole
experience is there as a package.”
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“Who‟s going to meet me, greet me and take me through? In Belfast, for
example, they gave us the hand-held tools but the problem is that you
are now walking on six or seven floors with minimal staff support and you
don‟t know when to press the particular button. So, I had the description
in my hand but I just didn‟t know which one was appropriate.”
“I think that the important thing of going to [a venue] is something which
is pleasurable for people whether it's a museum or a theatre or television
or going to the cinema. It's about people enjoying their leisure time. It
needs to be made as straightforward and as simple and as uncomplicated
as possible.”
“You're exiting an auditorium with two or three thousand people. You've
got to be able to dispose of things and it's the end of the experience. But
the end of the experience can be the last thing you factor in and suddenly
you end up with problems.”

Note taking during the workshop sessions
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Conference Aim: Look at the use of new technologies which
support audio description
This session identified and demonstrated some new technologies which
could revolutionise the provision of audio description in the future.
Sennheiser Mobile Connect (summary)
This app for smart phones was originally designed for use in the cinema
but has now been extended for use in the theatre.
The major difference between the app and more traditional systems is
that it operates over Wi-Fi. This means that many of the problems
associated with, for example, the infra-red system will be avoided, such
as constant interference if the signal is blocked.
The app is very simple to install. It uses a wireless access point which is
connected to a specialised station. Users will be able to use their own
headphones and their own “smart device” if they wish. Venues will need
to supply headphones and a suitable device for those who do not have
them.
It potentially has huge benefits as users will no longer have to disclose
their needs to the venue, if they don‟t want to, and they will be able to sit
in any seat.
The app is still in the research and development stage.
There will need to be a cultural shift in venues to accept this technology.
The app has a black background which should not allow light spillage.
Users will need to be instructed to turn their phones to silent if this is the
chosen device. Since the Conference, this app has been used for a
touring show and neither of these concerns were an issue.
Object based audio (summary)
This technology will give users the ability to control different elements of
sound. The example given was that of a tennis match: the user could
control the volume of the crowd or the noise of the player grunting.
This could lead to the possibility of changing language tracks from, for
example, English to French or vice versa. RNIB are developing a project
with the University of Salford to apply this to audio description and how it
could be delivered in a TV or cinema environment but eventually there
could be outcomes for theatre audiences. It is a very new technology
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which is not likely to be available in the short term but it is technology
which is being taken very seriously.
Low Energy Blue Tooth Beacons
Blue tooth is built into many devices now which enable, for example, a
washing machine to be turned on from a smart phone.
Low energy blue tooth beacons can be positioned anywhere in the
environment to help aid navigation.
There is the potential for using this in the future in galleries and museums
to locate artefacts or paintings. However, at present, the technology has
an accuracy of approximately two to three metres.
RNIB have been looking at apps for using audio technology in cinemas
which do not have audio description systems available to them. However,
cinemas are nervous about the issue of piracy. Across Europe, apps are
being used to dub films into other foreign languages and it would seem
that they have overcome these issues or changed the culture.
The use of technology in Museums and Galleries
Many galleries are looking into “bringing your own access”, that is,
bringing the user‟s own smart phone using material which can be
downloaded at home or in the gallery itself. But, again, users do not
always know the information is available.
The Victoria and Albert Museum is looking into putting all audios for touch
objects (120-200 in all) online, Wi-Fi enabled which, coupled with free WiFi at the museum, will enable users to use their own familiar devices.
The V & A is also developing a research project with University of Essex
using haptic technology. This uses gloves with built-in sensors which will
enable users to “touch” an object that is not really there.
The use of simple models, maps with raised dots to show routes, and
volunteer guides are all extremely helpful.
However, one important question remains: how do we bridge the gap
between those who use technology and those who don‟t? We do not want
to leave our audiences behind and we need to consider equality of choice
as well as ensuring that we do not stifle technological progress.
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Panel of Technology Experts
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Conference Aim: Enable service providers to tailor marketing more
effectively
Matthew Cock, in his address, gave us some very useful statistics.
Theatres were asked, in the VocalEyes survey, how they marketed their
audio described performances. The responses were enlightening.
98% of theatres use their website to market audio description
60% put information about audio description in their programmes
60% gave out information through a general mailing list (sent to all
subscribers to the theatre)
Only 49% used Facebook and 45% used Twitter. This figure
indicates that under half of all theatres providing audio description,
and who responded to the VocalEyes survey, used any form of
social media to market their audio described events
Only 40% of respondents had a specific mailing list for audio
description service users
32% talked to sight loss organisations
18% used the local press.
This resulted in a request for help and support in marketing activities.
In the Marketing/Communication workshop, the following points were
discussed under the areas of product, programming, price, promotion,
publicity and press.
-

Venues need to be clear about:
What is being sold, and this comes back to the well-visited
area of training and having a clear understanding of access
requirements on the marketing front
Who the target market is – it goes beyond those audience
members needing audio description and should reach out to all.
Many people have a relative or know someone who would
return/come to the venue if they understood how and when the
event was being audio described
Why people want to come
How the message is going to be communicated
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-

A register of users helps venues to build up a profile of their regular
customers so that their individual needs are known and met. It
helps Box Office identify the best seats for customers as well as
making booking a lot quicker and smoother. It also helps venues to
build up a data base

-

Consultation needs to be held with local, regular service users as to
which days and times are most appropriate for audio described
events

-

Touch tours should be marketed in their own right and seen as a
separate ticketed event. Times and meeting places should be
clearly advertised

-

The marketing of access events should not be an afterthought

-

Audio described events should be planned for and programmed
before any publicity goes out. All publicity should reference audio
described events, including press, brochures, flyers and posters as
well as on the venue website. This is important as publicity is often
viewed by sighted friends and relatives. With modern technology, it
is increasingly easy to use audio for both promotional and brochure
information

-

Venue websites need to adhere to a “one-click” rule. Potential
customers often give up using a website if they are unable to find
information about access quickly

-

Venues need to understand how audience members prefer to
receive information. Not all blind and partially sighted people have
access to a computer. It is important to continue to use banners,
fliers, local press, radio, photo calls. Print items specifically aimed
at their audio description audiences should use at least 14 point, a
sans serif font and consider using high contrast - black and yellow
still works well.

Helpful Suggestions
An independent cinema in the East Midlands has a dedicated Facebook
group page for captioned/subtitled showings and this is very successful
for deaf and hard of hearing patrons. This idea could be adapted for AD
users.
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There are a number of organisations which specialise in marketing audio
described events as a “one-stop shop”. These include
Mind’s Eye (www.mindseyedescription.co.uk)
Scene and Sound (www.sceneandsound.co.uk/events)
Sightlines (www.sightlines-audio-description.com)
VocalEyes (www.vocaleyes.co.uk/events)
Manchester service users have a Facebook group page which helps blind
and partially sighted people find like-minded users to go to a particular
show together.
An example of a banner advertising audio description was on display
during the conference on loan from a theatre.
Participants said ...
“The ability to find the description first ... Being on-line is sometimes a
challenge. The websites don‟t always make it easy to get to.”
“Getting the word out to people, letting everyone know when the audio
described performance is - that‟s half the battle, making sure that you
actually been in some venues where there are posters in the foyer. Do
you know someone who is visually impaired? Do you know what it is?
Ask.' More visually impaired people are using smart devices now. Social
media, get people's contact details when they come, send them
information direct. Use things like Twitter and Facebook a lot more and
don't be scared to look at new technology.”
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The Marketing and Communication Workshop in progress
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Inform the future work of ADA
There was a clear steer from Conference for ADA to organise an event
specifically for theatre producers and touring companies to discuss how
audio description can be improved and maintained for receiving houses.
Receiving houses are very dependent on the actions of the individual tour
manager. Whereas some tour managers are very responsive to access
needs, others lack understanding. Few production companies appear to
have built in policies and procedures across their whole organisation.
ADA was also asked by Conference to explore and review the use of
disability membership schemes and to circulate the findings in a future
newsletter.
Other points were gathered from transcripts from the conference and also
from evaluation forms filled in by participants.
The most popular one was to hold an event which focused on marketing
and a “whole day planning a marketing strategy” was specifically
requested.
Other suggestions included:
-

Ensure that training needs for all audio described events, including
galleries, museums and heritage sites, are provided for

-

Examine the best ways to encourage more British Minority Ethnic
groups to explore audio description

-

Organise an event for venues to explore marketing more fully,
including a look at the most appropriate language to use as well as
the best mediums of marketing

-

Engage with Talking Newspapers and attend the Talking Newspaper
Federation Conference in September to enlist their help in
marketing all audio described events.
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Evaluation
Participants were asked to indicate on the evaluation form one
action point they now intend to implement
Participants undertook to:
-

improve their marketing offer

-

investigate and carry out staff training

-

hold open days and taster sessions

-

talk to users

-

improve website

-

gather feedback systematically

-

use social media for promotion

-

build up a separate mailing list for blind and partially sighted
patrons

-

turn current marketing material into an audio file

-

set a standard that AD shows must be highlighted on all marketing
material

-

examine the visitor experience in detail

-

contact the local Macular Society and like-minded bodies

-

ensure staff listen in to audio descriptions

-

explore talking newspapers avenue

-

“blow our own trumpet and spread the word!”

-

keep abreast of and explore new technology

-

prepare for accessible performances earlier to get dates and times
marketed from the start and not as an add-on

-

collaborate with other theatres

-

ensure that the service is consistent across organisation

-

suggest the idea of holding an access forum
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-

print “pop-up” banners

-

improve access (“one-click”) to website.
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Final words...
There was a general feeling that museums and galleries were not
sufficiently represented and those that were represented felt that the
conference was, inevitably, theatre-centric.
While some people would have liked more discussion, others would have
liked a more structured approach with more in-depth training.
One or two would have liked more time for questions.
There was a general feeling that smaller groups for the workshops would
have enabled more discussion and better networking. Some people would
have liked more interaction with role play in these sessions.
Many participants left with a sense of achievement. Several notes of
appreciation were forwarded during the week following the conference
confirming participants‟ enjoyment of the day. The word “inspiring” was
used a great deal together with “enjoyable”, “stimulating”, “professional”,
“well organised” and “informative”.
“It has been a very positive day,” extolled one participant while another
said, “... good opportunity for cross fertilisation of ideas and working
practices.”
“I congratulate you and the team on the organisation of a great event. I
thought that the day went very smoothly and the venue was excellent.”
“While writing I‟d like to mention that it was lovely to meet so many
people working to improve the AD offer, and especially the marvellous
[Hippodrome audio description] volunteers.”
“I thought the day went really well. It was good to see people who are so
passionate about what they do.”
“It was a brilliant event and I know from being there at the workshops
that there was lots of food for thought. Many thanks again to you and
the Team for a great conference and looking forward to the next one.”
Last but not least, “Think this was a really good idea – please have
another one soon (not in 19 years!)”
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The Legacy
In the short time since the conference was held, there have been a
number of positive achievements both for ADA and for some attendees.
-

Training enquiries have been received from both Describers and
Venues as a direct result of the conference

-

In the July edition of the recently revamped Connect magazine,
produced by RNIB for all of its members, staff and volunteers,
included a five-minute feature focusing on the ADA Conference

-

Selene Burn, the Access Officer from the British Museum, has kindly
agreed to join the ADA executive to represent the Museums and
Galleries sector. This will enable us to work more closely with this
sector of audio description, members of whom were sadly underrepresented at the conference

-

ADA will look for funding to put on an event for Producers and
touring companies during the next year. Again, this sector was
under-represented at the conference and is a vital link in improving
the experience for blind and partially sighted audiences

-

ADA will explore the use of disability membership schemes and
circulate to members and conference attendees

-

There has been a significant increase in traffic and followers on ADA
Twitter and Facebook

-

At least one theatre has already changed their website, providing
the vital one-step click to information about access in their venue,
which was raised during conference as an important step in
improving marketing

-

Links have been forged between Hull Theatre and the Yorkshire
Describers‟ group

-

Sennheiser Mobile Connect is being used very successfully for the
Ramps on the Moon tour of “Government Inspector”

-

The designers/developers of new technology have been in
communication with the users

-

A feature about the conference on RNIB Connect has been repeated
a number of time and forms a well-listened-to podcast.
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Appendix I: How did participants rate the conference?
Of the 96 participants at the conference, 33 filled in an evaluation form.
Participants were asked to rate their experience of the practicalities of the
day, whether or not their experience at the conference was helpful and
how ADA can provide support in the future.
Practicalities

How did you hear about the
conference?
Website
Notepad

Social Media
Word of Mouth
Other

How would you rate your experience
of ease of booking?
Very good
Good
Neither good nor poor

Poor
Very poor
Don't know / NA
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How would you rate the quality of
the venue?
Very good
Good
Neither good nor poor
Poor
Very poor
Don't know / NA

How would you rate the quality of
speakers overall?
Very good

Good
Neither good nor poor
Poor
Very poor
Don't know / NA

How would you rate the quality of
materials provided?
Very good
Good
Neither good nor poor
Poor
Very poor
Don't know / NA
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Participants were also asked about the length of sessions. Although this
was rated equally between good and very good, one person felt that the
sessions were too long and asked that the breaks should be shorter in the
future, while a second felt that the sessions were not long enough.
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Was the day a success?

The topics covered were as I
expected
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

The atmosphere was relaxed and felt
safe
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

I felt able to give input
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Don't Know / NA

37

Growing Audiences for Audio Description Conference Report

I could relate to the examples used
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither agree nor
disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Don't Know / NA

Participants were asked which session was most useful to them. The
three workshops were rated equally across the board. Three participants
opted to say all were useful and two found the dance description the most
enjoyable.
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What I learned will be useful in my job

Strongly Agree

Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Don't Know / NA

This event has helped me build
confidence to bring AD and audiences
together
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

I feel able to try something new or
different
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Don't Know / NA
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Where next?
An important part of ADA‟s role is the training programme. Participants
were asked whether they would like to come to more events and, if so,
what subjects would they like to see covered.

I would like to come to more ADA
events
Strongly Agree
Agree

Neither agree nor disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Don't Know / NA

This is a clear and positive result. Many participants would like to attend
events organised by ADA.
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Appendix II: The Programme

9.30

Registration
Coffee and pastries served
Registrar: Pat Hayes, Vice-Chair ADA
Welcome staff: Audio Description Association Executive Members:
Stef Bell, Veronika Hyks, Jonathan Nash, Janine Graeme

10.00

Welcome and Conference Aims
Vidar Hjardeng, MBE, Chair ADA, Diversity Consultant, ITV News,
Anne Hornsby, Conference Organiser, Vice-Chair ADA, and Fiona
Allan, CEO, Birmingham Hippodrome

10.10

Keynote address Colin Low, CBE, Baron Low of Dalston,
Vice-President RNIB, President of the International
Council for the Education of People with Visual
Impairment

10.20

Consumers Panel
Paula Suchy, MBE, Allan Russell, Mark Smith, Davinder Kullar, Sally
Nagel-Whyte and David Whyte

11.00

Coffee

11.30

Parallel Workshops*
● New technologies
Facilitator: Roz Chalmers, Describer Vocaleyes, Sightlines, RSC
Speakers include: John Young ATG, Spencer Clark, ATG, Barry Ginley,
V & A, Steve Tyler, RNIB
● Marketing and Communication
Facilitators: Anne Hornsby, Director Mind’s Eye/Adrienne Pye,
Regional Director, South East, The Audience Agency
● The Visitor Experience
Facilitators: Jonathan Nash, ADA Secretary Co-Director,
Sightlines/Matthew Piper, Access Manager, Norwich Theatre Royal
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12.30

Parallel Workshops*
● New technologies
● Marketing and Communication
● The Visitor Experience

1.30

Lunch

2.30

Audio description of a Dance piece
by Julia Grundy, Describer Sightlines, Vocaleyes, RSC

2.40

Presentation on Recent Research
Matthew Cock, CEO VocalEyes

2.55

Parallel Workshops
● Workshop 1 New technologies
● Workshop 2 Marketing and Communication
● Workshop 3 The Visitor Experience

3.55

Tea

4.25

Plenary session - concluding discussion and conference resolution

4.50

Reflections on the Day with Vidar Hjardeng and Sarah Bond, Senior
Relationship Manager for Equality and Diversity, Arts Council England

5.00

Close

*Workshops are run three times to allow delegates to attend all three
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Appendix III: Delegate List
Margaret Bailey, Front of House Manager/Access Assistant, Theatre
Royal & Concert Hall, Nottingham
Marie Barenskie, Warden Guide and Audio Describer, Royal Collection,
London
Stef Bell, Audio Describer/Chair, Scene and Sound, based in Derby
Paul Bennett, Front of House Manager, Hull Truck Company
Freya Berry, Producer/Director, Invisible Cinema, London
Sarah Bond, Senior Relationship Manager for Equality and
Diversity, Arts Council England (Midlands)
Jane Brambley, Audio Describer, based in Romsey
Selene Burn, Access and Equality Officer, British Museum, London
Tim Calvert, Media and Technical Consultant, Stoke-on-Trent
Roz Chalmers, Audio Describer, based in Watford
Verity Clements, Marketing Officer, Royal Shakespeare Company,
Stratford-upon-Avon
Matthew Cock, Chief Executive, VocalEyes, London
Megan Conway, Access Officer/Ambassador, Theatre Group Agent for
Change, Grand Opera House, York
Toby Davey, Deputy Director–Service Development, VocalEyes, London
Rebecca di Corpo, Audio Describer, based in Bristol
Jane Donnelly, Assistant to Allan Russell, Glasgow
Michael Donoghue, Head of Lighting and Sound, Theatre Royal &
Concert Hall, Nottingham
Marisa Draper, Head of Engagement, HOME, Manchester
Amanda Drollinger, Audio Describer/Chair, Audio Description
Association Scotland, based in Edinburgh
Victoria Ellery-Jones, Birmingham Rep
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Mike Evans, Community Programme Officer, Mayflower Theatre,
Southampton
Rachael Foley, Audio Description User, based in Manchester
Sally Freeman, Recreational Activity Lead, Blind Children UK,
Birmingham
Edward Furness, Expert Witness, Birmingham
Susan Furness, Expert Witness, Birmingham
Alice Gilmour, Voiceover Artist, based in Leeds
Barry Ginley, Equality and Access Manager, Victoria and Albert Museum,
London
Janine Graeme, Access and Creative Learning Administrator, Grand
Theatre, Wolverhampton
Bea Grist, Marketing Manager, Almeida Theatre, London
Julia Grundy, Audio Describer/Co-Director, Sightlines Audio Description
Services, based in Daventry
Sheena Guz, Audio Describer, based in Edinburgh
Lindsay Hall, Marketing Officer, Theatre Royal & Concert Hall,
Nottingham
Bairbre-Ann Harkin, Education Curator, Butler Gallery, Kilkenny
Maria Harrison, Deputy Audience Services Manager (Services), Mercury
Theatre, Colchester
Will Haydon, Press and Marketing Assistant, York Theatre Royal
Pat Hayes, Audio Describer, based in Blackpool
Lucy Hayward, Birmingham Rep
Vidar Hjardeng, Chair, Audio Description Association, based in
Birmingham
Sarah Hook, Box Office Sales Assistant, Mayflower Theatre, Southampton
Anne Hornsby, Audio Describer/Director, Mind‟s Eye Description
Services, based in Bolton
Corinna Hornsby-Walsh, Sighted Guide
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Wendy Hughes, Support Worker, based in Ipswich
Rachael Hutchinson, Creative Learning Manager, Milton Keynes Theatre
Rachel Hutchinson, PhD Student, University of Westminster, London
Veronika Hyks, Audio Describer/Head of Audio Description, BTI
Studios, based in London
Katherine Igoe-Ewer, Access Officer, Donmar Warehouse, London
Maryse Jeffery, Audio Describer, based in Bodmin
Anna Jones, Strategic Relationship and Advocacy Manager, RNIB,
Peterborough
Rebecca Jordan, Audience Development and Community Liaison Officer,
Nottingham Playhouse
Laura Jostins-Dean, Development Manager, Corn Exchange, Newbury
Jagdish Kaur, Administrator, Department for Learning, Birmingham Royal
Ballet
Ted Kendall, Audio Describer, based in York
Kirsty King, Audio Describer, Derby Audio Describers, based in Derby
Davinder Kullar, Assistive Technology Coordinator, Action for Blind
People, London
Liz Leck, Creative Learning Manager, Birmingham Hippodrome
Clare Le May, Audio Describer, based in France
Colin Low, Lord Low of Dalston, Vice-President, RNIB, London
Liv McLauchlan, Audio Describer/House Manager, Nottingham Playhouse
Emily Malen, Front of House Manager/Access Development, Theatre
Royal & Concert Hall, Nottingham
Diana Matthews-Gentle, Deputy House Manager, The Lowry, Salford
Sally Nagel-Whyte, Expert Witness, Birmingham
Jonathan Nash, Audio Describer/Co-Director, Sightlines Audio Description
Services, based in Taunton
Amy Nettleton, Agent for Change, New Wolsey Theatre, Ipswich
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Ellie Packer, Audio Describer, based in London
Matthew Piper, Audio Describer/Access Manager, Norwich Theatre Royal
Liz Porter, Reviewer, Disability Arts Online, London
Adrienne Pye, Audio Describer/Regional Director South East, Audience
Agency, based in Hampshire
Jill Quarmby, Audio Describer, based in York
Sonali Rai, Audio Description Executive, RNIB, London
Amanda Read, Regional Manager (Central West), Macular Society
Neil Reading, Venue Manager, Arena Theatre, University of
Wolverhampton
Viv Richardson, Access Officer, Liverpool Empire Theatre
Jeff Rowlings, Head of Programme, Shape Arts, London
Allan Russell, Presenter, Insight Radio, RNIB, Glasgow
Kirin Saeed, Consultant/Trainer, based in Edinburgh
Alastair Sill, Audio Describer, based in Cardiff
Jenny Simpson-Hoyle, Duty Manager, Grand Theatre,
Blackpool
Suzana Skrbic, Assistant to Barry Ginley, based in London
Fiona Slater, Creative Programmes Administrator, Shape Arts, London
Lex Smith, Support Worker, Macular Society, Midlands
Mark Smith, Leisure Activities Coordinator, Norfolk and Norwich
Association for the Blind
Sharon Smith, Sighted Guide
Margaret Spittles, Audio Describer/Co-Director, Sightlines Audio
Description Services, based in Moretonhampstead
Bridget Stevens, Audio Describer, based in Edinburgh
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Paula Suchy, Expert Witness, Milton Keynes
Tracey Wainwright, Audio Describer/Administration Manager, New Vic
Theatre, Newcastle-under-Lyme
Francesca Waite, Studio Young Persons and Theatres Access
Programmer, The Lowry, Salford
Kerrie Walker, Learning and Participation Officer, Corn Exchange/New
Greenham Arts, Newbury
Ruth Walmsley, Audio Description User, based in Manchester
Rosamund Webster, Audiovisual Translator/Visiting Lecturer in Audio
Description, City University, London
David Whyte, Expert Witness, Birmingham
Jenny Wicks, Audio Describer/Deputy Theatre Manager, Everyman
Theatre, Cheltenham
Caroline Williams, Audio Describer/Front of House Manager, Norwich
Theatre Royal
Judy Williams, Audio Describer/Front of House Duty Manager, Everyman
Theatre, Cheltenham
Charles W. Wiltshire, Audio Describer, based in Poole
Tina Wright MBE, Audio Describer, based in York
Miranda Yates, Audio Describer/Access Officer, Almeida Theatre, London
John Young, Director, John Young Creative Industries Ltd, Farnham
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Appendix IV: Transcriptions of the key speeches
Transcription of the keynote address by Lord Low of Dalston, CBE,
Vice-President RNIB, President of the International Council for
Education of People with Visual Impairment
“What‟s happening?” was the whispered question addressed to a
companion that was perennially on the lips of the blind before we had
audio description. It didn‟t always get a very helpful answer. I remember
hearing an Australian journalist who was blind called Graham Edwards,
describing on the radio, back in the sixties, how he would ask this
question after a fight in which you could hear pistol shots ringing out,
tables being turned over, glass smashing and doors slamming only to
receive no answer at all. Whereas he would be witnessing a domestic
scene, husband and wife quietly having breakfast together, husband
audibly pulling his chair back, folding his newspaper and slapping it down
on the table, saying, “Oh, well, darling, I suppose I had better go and
catch my train”, only to have his companion mouth, in an audible stage
whisper, “He‟s just gone to catch his train”.
These days are happily no more with the advent of audio description.
I remember a particularly virtuoso description of a night club brawl with
tables being overturned, crockery smashed and people jumping in and out
of windows in the National Theatre‟s production of “Guys and Dolls‟
about 20 years ago where the description was every bit as gripping as
that [the action] which was taking place on stage. A bit like a tennis
commentary, I suppose. The same with a scene in the play “Afterlife‟ by
Michael Frayn in which waiters were executing minutely choreographed
movements with trays of drinks. How did I know this? Because it was
being expertly described.
I knew someone who liked to go to the theatre as much for the
description as that which was taking place on stage.
Audio description is a spoken commentary parallel to the action or sound
track, interspersed with the dialogue, providing information on what is
going on stage, sets, props, costumes, gestures, facial expressions, body
language and so on. It started in the theatre around the early „90s (I‟m
not sure exactly – it could have been the late „80s.) I can‟t precisely date
its inception. You can gauge the extent to which it has spread from the
number of describers here today.
Audio description has subsequently been extended to television and film.
The spur for this latest development was when RNIB conducted some
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research which showed that 94 percent of visually impaired people liked
watching television. More than liked listening to the radio, in fact.
At first we thought this was counter-intuitive, but it‟s not really when you
consider that most people liked watching the television before they lost
their sight, mostly in later life. RNIB then began to lobby OFCOM and the
broadcasters to audio describe a certain proportion of their programmes.
The target of 20 percent has still not been achieved in law but public
service broadcasters, that‟s the BBC, Channel 4, ITV and Sky, have agreed
voluntarily to 20 percent and some even exceed 30 percent.
In the less regulated world of the theatre, audio description has been
dependent on good practice to spread it and the efforts of the audio
description specialists VocalEyes. Nor should we forget the Audio
Description Association. And it has tended to take hold more where
public funding is involved and artistic as opposed to purely commercial
values are present. Typically, audio description is offered at present at
one, two or three performances out of a run, often one evening and one
matinee.
Audio description now also extends to the exploration of the visual arts,
exhibitions, museums, stately homes and more, often in the form of a
pre-recorded commentary which you can carry around with you so that
you can explore at your own pace.
The great thing about audio description is that it creates a feeling of
independence and control. It gives you the sort of feeling that you get
when you go and mark your own ballot paper instead of having to vote
through the medium of someone else. I say a „feeling‟ of independent
and control; illusion would be too strong a word because you are
dependent, of course. But you are dependent on a professional service
and not just the good will of your companion.
Audio description has to cater for the needs of a broad spectrum of visual
impairment. Some aspects will thus be more relevant to some than to
others. Only a tiny fraction of visually impaired people are totally blind. If
they are anything like me, they‟ll find details of costumes less gripping
than description designed to make sense of the action on stage.
Again, people who have no visual impairment at all can find that a
description by a trained describer, skilled in noticing minute but
meaningful details, and rendering them in a manner consistant with the
atmosphere of the play can find their enjoyment enhanced by audio
description.
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For audio description is a highly skilled business. Joel Snyder, probably
the leading authority on audio description, has analysed in detail what he
calls fundamentals of audio description: observation; editing; what not to
say and when not to say it; language, the words you say and vocal skills,
how you say them.
Of course, audio description isn‟t a panacea and there are certainly issues
with it. I‟ll just mention a couple. First, the kinds of headphones you use
for listening to the commentary are important. Headphones that cover
your ears or that you stick in your ears come between you and what‟s
happening on stage so that you have to keep moving the headphones
away from your ears in order to be able to hear properly what is going on
stage. Listening to what‟s happening on stage through the headphones
isn‟t a substitute as the sound lacks directionality and doesn‟t come to you
in the acoustic of the theatre. You need the kind of headphones that you
hang over your ears and which hang down in front of your ears.
Second, there‟s opera. The standard way of dealing with this is to give
the patron a set of pre-recorded programme notes and a headset to play
them on before the show and during the interval. But these are obviously
not accessed contemporaneously with the action and place a strain on the
memory. Some people are now arguing for a standard audio description
service playing alongside the music. Joel Snyder even envisages a
describer plus someone else reading the surtitles. I must say the idea of
two people describing and reading out the surtitles while Isolda is belting
out the Liebestod fills me with horror. I don‟t know about you!
Anyway, I am sure you will have these and many other things to chew
over as the day proceeds but that‟s about the limit of what I have to say
so I will stop now and wish you all a very successful conference. Thank
you very much.
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Transcription of the presentation “Recent Research”
Matthew Cock, CEO, VocalEyes
I don't know if you are aware but it is international Pi day today. And I
don't mean pies in the sense of the pastries but Pi in the sense of 3.14
etc. because it's the 14th March. I am going to take my theme from that
and I will be talking about a lot of numbers which isn't exciting but the
stuff it reveals is hopefully interesting.
I am talking about some figures based on a survey of theatres that
VocalEyes did over the autumn and winter. We got responses from
around 140 people working in UK theatres some of whom do audio
description and some not.
I also tried to find out some figures from the Arts Council. I noticed that
when I joined VocalEyes about a year ago that the Arts Council had asked
every organisation that it funds how many performances they described,
captioned or signed. I went to the Arts Council website to find out what
the summary was and I realised that for all the years that they had been
collecting this the Arts Council don't report that. They report everything
else that they ask except the information about accessible performances.
So, I did a freedom of information request to the Arts Council to find it out
because I knew they had it and they have shared that.
According to the Arts Council, twenty per cent of the funded organisations
that reported performances, reported delivering audio described
performances. Now, even those figures can't be trusted because there is
double and triple reporting because a performance may be at a venue and
they report it, it might be produced by a theatre company who also report
it and the audio description may have been done by VocalEyes who will
also have reported it. So there may be some double or triple reporting.
The other thing about the Arts Council figures is that they don't ask about
the number of unique productions delivered by each venue, just the total
number of performances, and the number of those made accessible. So
they might say that one per cent of the performances were made
accessible. We don't know how many of each production so we don't
know what proportion of theatre venues have accessible performances or
the proportion of productions that are made accessible.
So, I've been making a lot of noise, politely, to our Arts Council
connections to try and rectify that and actually ask the right questions
and then share that because we all need to know what the benchmark is.
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So, to try and find out, because I couldn't find out from the Arts Council,
I approached Purple Seven which is a company that does data analysis
and they also have a lot of insight into data for arts and theatre
organisations to see if they could fill some gaps for me. They took the
data from our survey and VocalEyes' theatre performances. And they
came up with some figures. I am going to share a few of those with you
and some from our own theatre survey.
According to Purple Seven, forty per cent of UK theatres (this is
commercial theatres, subsidised theatres, not amateur theatres. It is
theatres over a certain size) have had an audio described performance
over the last three years. (Around 44% of Arts Council subsidised
theatres and around 39% of commercial theatres.)
I don't know whether people think that is an accurate picture. Are you
disappointed by that figure? Do you think 40% of theatres is realistic? Is
it good enough? Is 40% good enough?
I think we should probably expect more. But if the figure was higher – if
70 or 80% of theatres delivered audio description – would the audience
grow or would it spread thinner? Possibly likely a bit of both.
I'm going to move on to our survey.
Each venue that said that they did audio description delivers around 7
audio described performances a year. In London this was 13, outside
London around 6, averaged around 7.
And the average number of visually impaired audience, excluding
companions, is around 11.
We asked venues how happy they were with those attendance figures. It
was fairly evenly spread. About one-third were fairly or very dissatisfied;
about one-third were fairly or very satisfied with their audience figures and
about a third in the middle, neither one nor the other. They correlated
against how they fared against the average. So those who were very
satisfied had higher than average figures than those below. So it seems
that around 11 is the average figure that people seem to get and they are
happy with around that number.
Again, should we be happy with 11 as a benchmark?
We asked theatres if they involved visually impaired people in their
programming and it was almost exactly split down the middle. 52% said
no and 48% said yes. They did this through user access forums ranging
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from monthly to three times a year right up to annually and consultation
on the programme through phone or email.
We asked people how they marketed their audio described performances
and this I found very interesting.
98% use their website; 60% put information in their programmes; 60%
through a general mailing list. That's to all subscribers to the theatre.
Only 49% used Facebook and 45% used Twitter. Under half of theatres
doing audio description used any form of social media.
Under half, that's 47%, put posters or leaflets inside the theatre.
40% had a specific mailing list for audio description service users.
32% talked to sight loss organisations.
18% talked to local press.
One of the main areas theatres said they would like help and support
from was marketing activities. So it seems to me that a lot of theatres
aren't doing some of the most obvious things that they could be doing.
Other things that theatres wanted help with which were slightly less
important were visual impairment awareness training for staff and training
for theatre staff managing audio described performances. Quite low down
was review of technical set-up and guidance on working practices for
describers. They were useful rather than very useful but marketing
activities was halfway between useful and very useful.
We also asked theatres what three things they would change about their
audio description service and we scored them so priority one was given
three points, priority two, two points and priority three, one point. And a
bigger audience was the highest with 36 points, new or better equipment
was second – just below that – and more frequent and better choice was
third.
I probably would have gone slower had there been slides. There is a lot
to take in. We are going to publish this on the VocalEyes website so that
you can read that and if anyone has any questions do contact me or
contact VocalEyes.
I just wanted to talk briefly about a few of our plans, going forward, that
relate to some of those things and relate to things that are being
discussed at this conference.
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Firstly, I am very aware that we need to get a better picture. It's very
difficult to try and advocate for support and funding without having good
figures on what the current provision is, what the audience demand is.
Something we will be doing is working with other access organisations like
Stagetext, SHAPE and Arts Council and anyone else who is interested to
try and get more and better data to get a picture of the AD theatre and
museum offer across the UK.
We are also designing a survey for blind and partially sighted people,
whether they are audiences of arts events or non-audiences who are not
going, to better understand why they do go and what motivates them to
go or why they don't go and what, for them, are the barriers to access
before and during visits; how they find out information and how they
would prefer to find out information.
So we are looking at the same thing from the other end. We now have a
rough idea of what theatres are doing but actually asking as large a group
of blind and partially sighted people as possible so that we can find out
information.
We are also redeveloping our website and the main significant change for
that will be that venues, describers or anyone who is running an audio
description event at any arts or heritage organisation will be able to use a
form on our website and you can upload your details. We won't just be
publishing VocalEyes audio description. We will publish any event for any
audio description.
We are also going to making it a hub for all audio description so pulling in
film and TV description listings. So there is a single place for audio
description. We'll launch the website first and then look at pulling those
things in.
The final thing I want to mention is that we will be fund-raising to
subsidise projects to encourage new and diverse audiences across the UK
Please do get in touch with me or talk with me later on today if you are
interested in finding out any more about any of those.
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