[image: image1.png]¥ Blind Citizens Australia




Ph 1800 033 660  |  E bca@bca.org.au  |  W bca.org.au |  ABN 90 006 985 226

Position Paper on Visual Self-Description of Appearance 
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Key Message
BCA advises that routine self-descriptions of physical appearance of speakers at events and meetings are generally not necessary and do not meaningfully enhance inclusion for people who are blind or vision impaired.
Core principles:
· Inclusion is about meaningful, relevant information, not appearance.

· Visual descriptions can inadvertently reinforce exclusion.

· Gender, cultural identity and contextual information is generally more relevant than physical appearance of speakers.

BCA urges organisations to go beyond self-description at the start of events and undertake meaningful action to create truly inclusive spaces for people who are blind or vision impaired. 

Do visual descriptions enhance inclusion? 

No. While undoubtedly well intentioned, a description of someone’s physical appearance has little relevance to the content of the presentation and does not meaningfully enhance a sense of inclusion for people who are blind or vision impaired.
For some people who are blind or vision impaired, visual descriptions can add to a feeling of ‘othering’ as these descriptions rely heavily on language shared by sighted people. 
While a visual description may provide some interesting character detail about a person, the practice is usually not necessary (unless contextually relevant to the material being presented.) 
Inappropriate use of humour

Some speakers may make self-deprecating or jocular remarks about their physical appearance when providing a self-description. For example, ‘I know I seem like a middle-aged man whose wrinkled shirt matches his face, but my wife tells me I’ve still got it!’. The use of humour can involve some speakers making misleading comments or fabricating their self-description such as likening their appearance to a celebrity. This may result in laughter by some sighted audience members who can assess that the person is nothing like their self-description, but people who are blind or vision impaired are excluded from the joke. 
Deliberately misleading self-descriptions make it hard for people who are blind or vision impaired to know if a presenter really does have bright purple hair or facial tattoos. It wastes time that could otherwise be spent exchanging meaningful information and can make people who are blind or vision impaired feel that the jokes are at their expense.

Are there specific contexts where the practice of providing a description is appropriate?

Yes, in limited circumstances.

a) Gender Identity

Information on gender identity is useful. A visual description of a person’s appearance is not required, but information on gender-identity or pronouns can be helpful, particularly if a person has a historically gender-neutral name or a vocal timbre that does not conform with historical assumptions about masculinity or femininity. However, this description can be brief. For example, “My name is Jill, and I use she/her pronouns”. Unlike visual descriptions, this ensures that everyone in the room has the same information.

b) Cultural Identity
An identifying description may provide important context about a presenter’s knowledge or connection to a topic. For example, in a discussion about Indigenous healthcare a speaker might introduce themselves as “an Aboriginal woman” which can establish credibility based on lived experience. This identifying information benefits all participants, not just those who are blind or vision impaired, as assumptions should not be made about a person’s cultural background based simply on physical appearance.
c) Context

Self-description can provide important context for an audience in some situations. For example, consider a presenter speaking at a conference on wheelchair accessibility. If the presenter uses a wheelchair, sighted audience members can see this information and factor it into their understanding of the presentation. However, if the presenter does not explicitly mention their wheelchair, audience members who are blind or vision impaired may miss this contextual detail, resulting in an unequal understanding of the presenter’s perspective and lived experience.

d) Orientation 
A very basic description of a person’s dress may be useful at an in-person event if the presenter is encouraging people to specifically locate and talk to them further.  However, ideally any description should also include orientation information on how to find the person. For example, “I am wearing a red top and black pants and I will be located to the left of the exit near the stage in 10 minutes.”   
Visual descriptions are rarely helpful online and should be avoided in virtual settings. 
What about Audio Descriptions? 

To be clear, BCA is a steadfast advocate for audio description in visual media and the performing arts. Audio description is provided by trained professionals who take a nuanced approach to describing a character’s costume and movements and a scene's setting. Professional audio description helps people who are blind or vision impaired to immerse themselves more fully in a cultural, sporting or entertainment event. Self-description, by contrast, is provided by everyday people who may not know what to disclose and may not be comfortable sharing personal information. 
Creating More Inclusive Events  

Simple ways to improve accessibility of events for people who are blind or vision impaired include:

· Ask speakers to mention their name (and organisation if relevant) whenever they comment. For example: ‘It’s Alex speaking from Better Finance. That’s a good question. Before we consider the global economic outlook, I think it’s important to remember that…’
· Provide a short bio for each speaker that includes relevant contextual information and make it available in advance of the event in accessible formats. 
· Assist participants to navigate in person events by providing orientation information. For example, the event host can provide the location of the emergency exits, public bathrooms, toilet facilities for dog guides and dining facilities. It can be useful for the event host to describe the physical layout of the room. For example, notifying people that there is a structural pillar in the middle of a room or that there are power points on the wall where people can charge their electronic devices. 
· Ensure all event information is accessible, available in alternative formats and provided in a timely manner. (For example: Word documents rather than PDF, large print, audio, braille, accessible digital options.)  
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