
The Musical Experiences of Adults with
Severe Sight Impairment: An Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis

Claire L. Castle1,2 , Alinka E. Greasley2 and Karen Burland2

Abstract
Research has shown that having a sight impairment (SI) may impact on participation in recreational and social activities.

Yet, the musical lives of these individuals have seldom been explored, despite evidence of the importance of music to the

lives of many, and the well-being benefits associated with musical engagement. The current study used semistructured

interviews to explore the musical lives of 20 individuals living with a severe SI (SSI). Interpretative phenomenological anal-

ysis of interview transcripts identified four main themes: The importance of music and sound; Accessibility and inclusion in
musical experiences; The impact of changing sight and changing perceptions on musical experiences; and Establishing identities
in music. The study offers detailed insight into the musical lives of participants, identifying physical, social, and individual

factors which impact on their musical engagement. Participants’ accounts highlighted the importance of music to their

lives, as well as challenges experienced in relation to activities such as music listening, music-making, and attending live

events. Findings demonstrate that while music may fulfill important functions in the lives of individuals living with SSI,

musical participation may be impacted by issues of accessibility.
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Introduction
Music psychological literature has shown that musical
engagement may be associated with a range of positive
social, cognitive, and emotional outcomes (Greb et al.,
2018; Rentfrow, 2012; Schäfer et al., 2013). Research has
also identified positive health and well-being outcomes
associated with music-making (Creech et al., 2013;
Koehler & Neubauer, 2019), listening (Groarke & Hogan,
2016; Papinczak et al., 2015), and attending live events
(Ballantyne et al., 2014; Shibazaki & Marshall, 2017)
although, the practical and psychological challenges associ-
ated with these activities have also been acknowledged.
Singers, for example, may benefit socially from choral
singing (Livesey et al., 2012) but might also feel pressure
when performing, and be required to manage criticism
from conductors and other singers (Livesey et al., 2012;
Kreutz & Brünger, 2012). Likewise, live events might
offer the listener unique and immersive musical experiences
(Ballantyne et al., 2014), but practical barriers such as cost

and distance to travel (Brown & Knox, 2017), and negative
experiences relating to personal safety (Hill et al., 2020),
may impact on attendance and enjoyment. Furthermore,
research demonstrates that socioeconomic factors may
impact on musical engagement; social disadvantage has
been linked to lower levels of musical learning during
childhood (Associated Board of the Royal Schools of
Music, 2014), and lower engagement in arts activities
such as music listening and event attendance (Tymoszuk
et al., 2021). For individuals with a disability, these findings
may be of particular significance, given associations
between disability and social disadvantage (Loopstra
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et al., 2019; Morciano et al., 2015). Despite this, there has
been little consideration of the musical lives of individuals
living with a disability. In the case of sight impairment (SI),
there has been some exploration of the lives of musicians
with SI within historic traditions and worldwide communities
(Baker & Green, 2017; Groemer, 2012) but less focus on the
diverse range of experiences that constitute the everyday
musical lives of both musicians and nonmusicians with SI.
This study seeks to explore these experiences, including
music-making, and music listening at home and in live con-
texts, in the lives of individuals with severe SI (SSI), a level
of vision associated with low visual acuity (ability to see
detail) and/or significant loss of visual field (the extent to
which objects can be seen to the side when looking ahead).

The Prevalence and Experience of Sight Impairment
The Royal National Institute of Blind People estimates that
there are currently around 782,000 living with SI or SSI
(blindness) in the UK, of which 292,000 (37%) are esti-
mated to have SSI (The Royal National Institute of the
Blind, 2021). This figure is predicted to rise to 365,000
by 2030 due to the country’s aging population and a rise
in age-related sight loss (Pezzullo et al., 2018; The Royal
National Institute of the Blind, 2021). Research has identi-
fied various challenges that individuals with SI may experi-
ence in relation to activities of daily living (Brown et al.,
2014; Knudtson et al., 2005), mobility and travel
(Williams et al., 2013; Wong, 2018), additional costs of
living (Köberlein et al., 2013; Wong et al., 2008), and tech-
nological engagement (Ashraf et al., 2016; El-Glaly et al.,
2013). The impact of SI on psychological health and well-
being has also been documented (Garcia et al., 2017; van
der Aa et al., 2015). Research suggests that individuals
with SI experience greater difficulty performing daily activ-
ities, are more dependent on others, and report reduced
quality of life (assessed by measures of health-related
Quality of Life) than individuals with no SI, or other
chronic conditions (Langelaan et al., 2007; Varma et al.,
2006). Older adults with sight loss may be at particular
risk of depression and anxiety (Dawson et al., 2014; Han
et al., 2019; van der Aa et al., 2015; Zheng et al., 2017),
and adjustment to sight loss may result in distress and
denial (Bergeron & Wanet-Defalque, 2013; Stanford
et al., 2009), the latter of which is associated with disbelief
or refusal to acknowledge an impairment (Tuttle & Tuttle,
2004). Both physical discomfort and psychosocial factors
such as social limitations and feeling helpless may contrib-
ute to increased levels of depression in individuals with
sight loss (Zheng et al., 2017).

Qualitative research offers a valuable tool for generating
in-depth knowledge relating to the lived experiences of
individuals who have SI, and the impact of SI on well-being
(Nyman et al., 2012; Senthil et al., 2017; Sim, 2020). These
methods have also been utilized to identify barriers to par-
ticipation in educational (Bishop & Rhind, 2011; Lourens
& Swartz, 2016), recreational (Berger, 2012; Bisset,

2016; Green & Miyahara, 2007), and employment
(Coffey et al., 2014; Grussenmeyer et al., 2017) settings.
Such research demonstrates the impact of physical, socio-
cultural, political, and economic barriers on the participa-
tion of individuals with SI (Phoenix et al., 2015).

Musical Engagement and Sight Impairment
Although progress has been made towards understanding
the experiences and challenges associated with the recrea-
tional lives of individuals with SI (Fryer, 2020; Jaarsma
et al., 2014; Jin et al., 2019), some aspects of their lives
remain underexplored (Andrade et al., 2019), including
their experiences with music. Research undertaken by
Park (2017) and Baker and Green (2017) are exceptions,
with both studies employing life history methodologies to
provide in-depth insight into the experiences of visually
impaired musicians. Park (2017) explored the lives of
eight musicians, identifying two key turning points which
had impacted most on them: acceptance of SI, and choosing
to focus on music during their education. Personal and pro-
fessional progression was influenced by adaption to SI,
management of hostile social environments, professional
goals, and continued musical learning. Using a combination
of data from life-history interviews (n= 60) and an interna-
tional survey (n= 191) Baker and Green (2017) highlighted
the range of instruments played by musicians with SI
worldwide, the breadth of musical genres in which they par-
ticipated, and the opportunities that oral traditions and
informal learning offered these individuals. However, chal-
lenges associated with music-making, learning, and
employment were identified, including engaging with
printed notation, performing in ensembles, managing tech-
nological change, and discriminatory attitudes. Participants
also highlighted differing attitudes toward the place of SI in
their professional identity (e.g., using an impairment for
self-promotion and as a unique “selling point” versus
actively avoiding disclosure of an impairment in promo-
tional materials) and the value of the disability music
scene (networks and ensembles of musicians with disabili-
ties creating spaces in which to work) to musicians. These
studies offer a representation of a worldwide socio-music
group (musicians with SI) whose lives have seldom been
explored, but the experiences of those engaging with
music primarily through listening remain underrepresented
in the literature.

A small amount of quantitative work on this topic has
also been undertaken (Park & Chong, 2019; Park et al.,
2015). Park et al. (2015) explored musical attitudes and
uses of music among sight impaired (n= 63) and typically
sighted (n= 74) participants. Those who had SI attributed
greater importance to music in meeting interpersonal
(e.g., emotional support) and communal goals (e.g., a
sense of belonging) and were more likely to engage with
music for leisure than sighted participants. Differences in
emotional responses to music have also been reported,
with Park and Chong (2019) reporting that participants
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with a SI (n= 60) showed significantly higher arousal and a
greater preference for music labeled as “sad”when listening
to emotion-inducing excerpts than sighted participants
(n= 60). Although these studies indicate differences in the
musical experiences of sight impaired and typically sighted
individuals, exploration of why these differences might
exist has yet to be undertaken. This is surprising given the
long-standing associations drawn between SI and musical
life (Baker & Green, 2017), and evidence that music may
play a particularly important role in the lives of children
with SI (Matawa, 2009; Pring & Ockelford, 2005).

The current study offers an in-depth exploration of the
musical experiences of a group of adults with SSI using semi-
structured qualitative interviews. As in the work of Park
(2017) and Baker and Green (2017), these methods provide
a detailed and contextually sensitive narrative description of
participants’ experiences, generated through inductive interac-
tion with the dataset (Nyman et al., 2012). The current study
seeks to expand on existing knowledge relating to the lives
of amateur and professional musicians with SI through the
inclusion of individuals with an even wider range of musical
backgrounds and interests, including both those self-
identifying as musicians and nonmusicians. The article will
address the following broad research questions:

1. What role does music play in the lives of individuals
who have SI?

2. In what way might SI impact on an individuals’
musical engagement?

The study contributes to the wider discourse surrounding
accessibility and participation in the context of musical
engagement through the representation of the experiences
of individuals with SI, whose musical lives have received
limited attention in the literature.

Method

Participants
Semistructured interviews were used to gather data from 20
participants aged 20–84 years (M= 51.15 years, SD=
15.82). Participants were primarily recruited from
England (Six from Leeds and the surrounding areas, three
from London, and two each from the Midlands, Surrey,
Kent, and Chester. One participant each came from
Cambridgeshire, North Wales, and Australia). Some partic-
ipants were related. Adam and Mike were brothers, Henry
and Jack were father and son, and James and Eleanor
were husband and wife. Inclusion criteria were (1) being
16 years or above, and (2) having a registered or unregis-
tered SI (previously known as “partial sight”) or SSI (previ-
ously known as “blind”). These categories encompass sight
loss at a level that permits certification of SI as a disability.
All participants had SSI; 18 had lived with SI or SSI since
birth or childhood, five of which had a degenerative condi-
tion and had experienced decreasing levels of vision during

their life, and two who had experienced sight loss during
their 20s (Greg and Lily). This contrasts the experiences
of the majority of people living with SSI in England and
Wales, who have late-onset sight loss resulting from
age-related macular degeneration (Rahman et al., 2020).
Table 1 provides an overview of demographics, education,
musical engagement, and relationships between participants.

Materials
An interview schedule was used to guide interviews through
topics of relevance to the research questions, and to contextu-
alize the experiences of participants within the broader litera-
ture relating to musical engagement (see Appendix A for
interview schedule). The development of the interview sched-
ule was informed by a pilot focus group study carried out with
participants with SI (n=17). Focus groups provided initial
insight into topics of salience, such as the functions fulfilled
by music, experiences of listening to and making music, and
if, and how, SI may impact on musical experiences and acces-
sibility. The schedule was used flexibly, allowing for a natural
flow in conversation and for individuals to focus on topics of
most relevance to them.

Procedure
Ethical approval was granted by the University of Leeds
Research Ethics Committee (PVAR 15-042). Participants
were recruited using convenience sampling. Study informa-
tion was emailed or posted on social media sites to potential
participants via contacts at sight loss organizations or other
participants. The researcher also posted on social media
groups created by, and for, members with SI. Individuals
were informed of the aims of the research, the background
of the lead researcher, the length of interviews, details
regarding audio recording and transcription, and an over-
view of topics to be discussed. The importance of speaking
to individuals with different musical interests and back-
grounds was emphasized during recruitment.

Prior to the interview, participants gave verbal consent,
which was audio recorded; a consent form was completed,
signed, and dated by the researcher. Where possible, partic-
ipants were interviewed in-person at home, to facilitate a
relaxed discussion. This allowed participants access to
their devices and music collections, should they wish to
demonstrate their use (see Table 1 for instances where tech-
nology was demonstrated). Nine interviews were carried
out in the homes of participants, one at a participant’s work-
place, and the remaining 10 over the phone or Skype.
Interviews lasted around one hour. Interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim prior to data analysis.
Results are reported using pseudonyms.

Data Analysis
Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was uti-
lized to provide a detailed examination of participants’
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Table 1. Overview of interview participants’ age, sight impairment, musical background, and education.

Name Age Sight impairment Musical background

Adam 37 Degenerative eye condition since childhood (rapid

deterioration in recent years). Retained light

perception and could see some color and shape.

Had held a part-time performance career in the past

(guitarist) and still played at home. Currently teaching

music technology and listening to music at home. Had

been in mainstream education. Brother of participant

Mike.

Alison 52 SSI since birth with a very small amount of remaining

sight; could see things very close-up but had poor

distance vision.

Described herself as “absolutely passionate about classical

music,” enjoyed active listening sessions (listening as the

sole focus of the individual) and sought out new music to

expand her listening. Had attended specialist school/

college for students with SI.

Ben 38 SSI since birth but had retained some sight during

childhood, then suddenly lost all remaining sight at 18,

described as “someone switching off the telly.”

Producer and presenter of an internet radio show, regular

music listener and used to play in an amateur percussion

group in the past, although had never received

instrumental tuition. Had attended mainstream school,

followed by a specialist college for students with SI.

Eleanor 53 SSI since birth but retained some light perception. Had been a lifelong amateur choral singer and had learned

piano and Braille music as a child, and flute as an adult.

Regular concert attendee and, until recently, had

performed regularly at folk nights with husband, James

(participant). Had attended school for students with SI in

Germany, moving to the UK after completion of her

university degree.

Emily 42 SSI since birth with enough remaining sight to read very

close up using magnification (demonstrated during the

interview). Left eye retained more sight than her right.

Had been a member of various choirs throughout her life

(still was today). “Indie” music fan. Regular attendee at

live events and recorded music venues. Had attended a

Welsh-speaking mainstream primary and secondary

school (learning Braille on days spent at a special

educational primary school).

Greg 61 SSI and wears two hearing aids (dual-sensory loss).

Became partially sighted during his 20s and registered

SSI during his 30s. Described himself as “almost totally

blind now”

Self-described “semi-professional” performer, improviser,

and composer. Hearing impaired (plays in an orchestra

using methods of social haptics, whereby information

from the conductor is received via a music assistant using

tactile gestures). Described himself as not a “high-tech”
person.

Hayley 53 SSI since birth but retained some light perception. Had received instrumental lessons as a child and now very

occasionally played keyboard. Engaged with music

primarily through listening (almost exclusively using a

smartphone and streaming service). Had attended

specialist school/college for students with SI.

Henry 80 SSI since birth but retained some light perception. Used to have a part-time performance career (member of

his family band, father of Jack) and still practices piano

daily. Braille music reader and music listener, primarily

with CDs. Had attended specialist school/college for

students with SI.

Jack 57 SSI since birth; had a prosthetic right eye but retained

some light perception in his left eye.

Had a part-time performance career in the past. Learned

piano, drum-kit, and Braille music as a child. Had played in

bands (including his family’s band, his father is Henry) and
currently accompanied hymns at his church every

Sunday. Jack listened to music mainly via the radio. Had

attended specialist school for students with SI.

James 55 SSI since birth but had slightly more sight up to 12/13

years. Retained light perception.

Amateur guitarist who had performed regularly at folk

performance nights with wife, Eleanor, in the past.

Regular attendee at favorite live music venue. Had

attended specialist school and college (boarding) for

students with SI.

Jim 84 SSI since childhood due to illness; unsuccessful surgery

resulted in his right eye being removed and replaced

with a prosthetic, but the sight in his left eye improved,

until an eye infection and later, an accident following eye

surgery resulted in complete loss of sight (aged 47).

Classical music lover. Listens to Classic FM “85% of the day”
and regularly attends concerts. Learned the piano (briefly

organ) and Braille music at school but no longer has a

piano at home. Had attended specialist school for

students with SI.

(continued)
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Table 1. (continued)

Name Age Sight impairment Musical background

John 38 SSI since birth, described himself as “totally blind.” Spent time listening to a wide range of music as a sole

activity. Trained sound engineer (involved in church

services) and had previously DJ’d on a pirate radio

station. Digital music and vinyl record user. Had attended

specialist school/college for students with SI.

Laura 45 SSI since childhood due to a degenerative condition

which worsened greatly at age 15, and throughout her

life during stressful periods. Laura had greatly reduced

central vision but could read using her peripheral

vision with high levels of magnification.

Full-time professional opera singer. Listened to music

continuously at home as an accompaniment to daily

activities (Laura demonstrated the set-up of speakers

streaming music throughout the house during the

interview). Had briefly attended specialist boarding

school before being home-schooled. Laura

demonstrated the use of a digital magnifier for reading

sheet music during the interview.

Lily 60 SSI since around 22 years, due to illness. Her sight had

continued to deteriorate and she described her level

of sight as “pretty useless.”

Minimal music listening at home, primarily via radio, but

reflected on great enjoyment of music and hoped for

greater technological engagement in the future. Often

attended live jazz nights.

Mike 41 Degenerative eye condition since childhood with rapid

deterioration in recent years. His condition made dark

environments impossible to navigate. He could read on

a computer screen with altered contrast, text color,

and font size.

Considered himself a non-musician but had learned multiple

instruments as a child (guitar, piano, and organ).

Background in music technology. Regular music listener

at home, a recent adopter of smart speaker for music

listening. Technologically confident and demonstrated his

use of a smart speaker and his PC for music listening

during the interview. Had been in mainstream education.

Brother of participant Adam.

Natalie 49 SSI from age 17 months and described herself as “totally
blind.”

Had learned guitar, organ, clarinet, and Braille music as a

child, and had sang in musicals and choirs. Natalie no

longer played instruments but enjoyed choral singing at

church and listening to music at home. Had attended

mainstream school in Australia (where she had lived all

but 2 years of her life).

Robert 75 SSI since birth. He had retained a small amount of vision

until age 3 years but lost this in an accident.

Lover of classical music and regular concert attendee.

Pianist and Braille music learner at school. Played until

recently but no longer due to lack of time and

self-reported “laziness.” Had attended specialist school/

college for students with SI.

Sophie 20 SSI since birth but retained a small amount of light

perception.

Amateur singer and songwriter. R&B fan and occasional

attendee at live music events. Media student with some

modules in radio production. Had been in mainstream

education. Used speak-to-screen software on her

smartphone for music listening, and a Braille Notetaker

to record herself singing (the latter was demonstrated

during the interview).

Victoria 55 Degenerative eye condition since childhood. Victoria

approximated her sight at school as “about half” but
had experienced the greatest deterioration in central

and peripheral vision since turning 40.

Regular music listener at home, primarily via an iPad using

magnification software (demonstrated during the

interview). Had learned the piano as a child and had

planned to return to the piano at various times but felt

that other things had got in the way of this. Had been

in mainstream education.

Zoe 28 SSI and had lived with two prosthetic eyes since

childhood.

Self-described “professional singer” (also a pianist and

songwriter) who had recently moved to London for

training and performance opportunities. Self-taught

Braille music reader with some experience of music

technology for composition. Zoe had a borderline

personality disorder and symptoms of other mental

health conditions; she found listening to, and playing,

music therapeutic. Had attended specialist education.

SSI: severe sight impairment.
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personal experiences (Smith & Osborn, 2008). IPA pro-
ceeded in line with the phases set out by (Smith, 2008).
This process began with numerous readings of the first tran-
script before initial annotations, and then emerging themes,
were documented. The process was repeated for all tran-
scripts, using the themes from the first case to orient analy-
sis. Themes that appeared to capture similar experiences
were clustered to indicate broader, coherent themes. At
this point, a sample of the dataset (four transcripts) was
cross-examined by an independent researcher, who had
the experience of qualitative analysis, to ensure that
themes adequately reflected the words of participants. No
divergences were identified, which provided support for
the emergent coding framework. NVIVO software was
used to collate phrases that supported themes, allowing
constant checking of themes against the data (Smith,
2008). Themes were amalgamated, and the list of themes
was explored to identify connections and develop superor-
dinate themes. There was a general coherence in themes
across the dataset. A final list of superordinate and subordi-
nate themes was compiled (see Appendix B). Four superor-
dinate themes were identified, which form the basis of the
following results: The importance of music and sound;
Accessibility and inclusion in musical experiences; The
impact of changing sight and changing perceptions on
musical experiences; and Establishing identities in music.
Table 2 provides an overview of the results.

Reflexivity and the Researcher
IPA acknowledges that the researcher cannot remain a
neutral bystander and that their preconceptions may influ-
ence the research process and the interpretation of data
(Smith, 2008). The lead researcher who undertook data col-
lection and analysis is a trained musician with an academic
background in music and psychology. Although this
allowed the researcher to bring a genuine interest and enthu-
siasm to discussions, their preconceptions regarding the
importance of music may have influenced their approach

to the topic at hand and their view of the dataset.
Furthermore, as a researcher with typical sight, preconcep-
tions relating to the experiences of participants must also be
acknowledged. A pilot study carried out prior to interviews
allowed the researcher to gain an understanding of the
breadth of experiences associated with SI and musical life
and ensure that this informed the question development.
During interviews, the researcher sought to remain open
to the range of experiences likely to be evident, allowing
participants the freedom to discuss topics of most impor-
tance to them. In this context, it was the participant, not
the researcher, who was the “expert” (Smith & Osborn,
2008).

Results

The Importance of Music and Sound
Participants were engaged in a variety of musical activities,
including music listening at home, attending live music
events, and both amateur and professional music-making
alone and in ensembles. The importance of music to partic-
ipants in the current study may partly reflect the recruitment
strategy employed; the search for participants for a study
exploring musical life likely attracted the interest of those
for whom music played an important role in their lives.
Nonetheless, this strategy was successful in recruiting par-
ticipants whose musical backgrounds and interests varied
widely. Participants were asked to reflect on memorable
musical experiences, with Greg and Jack recalling live
experiences as a listener at a Paul McCartney concert, and
a performer in a band, respectively.

Before the curtains were raised, obviously Paul McCartney
chose this, there was a lot of Eric Satie light classical piano
music, modern 1920s music which was absolutely perfect,
and then there was some kind of spark or some change in atmo-
sphere, immense change, when the curtains opened the Satie
music stopped and the whole atmosphere changed, and the
music changed and Paul McCartney entered the stage (Greg)

We’ve played pubs that we’ve got really going you know, and
part of the audience are rocking and dancing and then they’re
cheering and they want more and you think you’re going to go
all night (Jack)

Jack’s comments highlight the reciprocal relationship
between audience and performer which might influence
the experience of a live musical event for both parties
(cf., Brand et al., 2012; Newton, 2014). As in existing liter-
ature (Ballantyne et al., 2014; Brown & Knox, 2017), con-
nections between audience members were also important in
providing a unique musical and social experience, as Emily
commented, “I like that buzz of a big crowd.”

Music listening at home fulfilled a range of functions
identified in research with general populations, including
mood regulation, and a source of entertainment or motiva-
tion during household activities (Lamont et al., 2016;

Table 2. Overview of results.

The importance of music and sound
Functions of music

Associations between sight loss and musical engagement

Accessibility and inclusion in musical experiences
Factors impacting technological engagement and accessibility

Individual and external factors impacting on the accessibility

of live events

The impact of changing sight and changing perceptions
on musical experiences
Approaches to technological challenges

Reading and teaching music

Performing in an ensemble

Establishing identities in music
Music and social identity

“Identities in music”
Identity performance and personas
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Schäfer et al., 2013). Music was an opportunity to practice
analytical thinking for Jim, who had been a keen pianist in
the past.

I’m really listening to it, listening to the various parts, so when
it’s a symphony or a piano concerto I’m really into that, and I
try and cut the melody out but listen to the harmony and listen
to the various parts that contribute toward that performance
(Jim, 84)

Jim believed that a reduction in his vision over time had
increased his ability to focus on specific details during
music listening.

Interviewer: As someone who’s had varying levels of
sight across the timescale Jim, have you
ever noticed any difference in the way
that you listen or the way that you are
hearing and processing sound?

Jim: I hear more now of the different parts of an
orchestra or something like that, or in the
quartet or whatever they’re playing, I
think that’s become more acute over the
last what, ten years or something like
that, yes I do, and that’s what I enjoy
about it, it’s like digging deep

Participants also reflected on music’s ability to meet
emotional needs relating to sight loss. This function
became increasingly important to Lily during a hospital
stay six months after her sight began to deteriorate due to
an undiagnosed illness.

Interviewer: I know that you did say when you were in
hospital it [music] was particularly impor-
tant to you, do you think there have been
any other occasions, or could you expand
on why that was particularly important at
that time?

Lily: The answer to both questions would be
yes. When I was in hospital when the
tumor was diagnosed, I mean you kind of
spend a lot of time, you’re just kind of
lying in bed and thinking about things
and being upset… one particular album, a
McCoy Tyner album, jazz album, well
two really, helped me kind of just get
through… that was yeah 6 months after
my sight first became affected so it was
kind of all a bit unknown

Participants in the research of Baker and Green (2017)
reported similar therapeutic functions associated with
musical engagement during ill-health, both related and unre-
lated to sight loss. As in existing literature, emotional functions
were also important during adolescence (Saarikallio &
Erkkilä, 2007). Music had played a central role in Ben’s

early life, as a way of processing frustrations he associated
with limitations imposed on his life as a result of his SI.

Interviewer: So could you tell me about an occasion in
your life, so any point, when music was
especially important to you, so when it ful-
filled a particularly important role?

Ben: Oh that’s a very good question that [both
laughing] Oh I’m glad you’ve asked this
one because it’s going to make me think
[long pause] Probably listening to
Nirvana when I was growing up because
I found that it was very hard core because
I was rebelling like I wasn’t happy with
my current status of just being at home
and listening to music… I wanted some-
thing better and by listening to that kind
of music, it kind of helped to deal with it
in my own head even if I couldn’t do any-
thing about it… even if I can’t get out and
play with kids maybe because I’m blind
maybe that’s the reason, I mean I’m sure
that wasn’t the reason but that’s how I
felt, maybe it was the blindness that made
my parents like protecting me and that’s
how I saw it

As Saarikallio (2019) suggests, emotional processing,
alongside performing identity, gaining a sense of agency,
and developing relationships, may be important to the crit-
ical identity formation which occurs during youth. The role
of music in identity is returned to in more detail below.

The concepts of connection and disconnection through
music were important. In the first instance, music offered
individuals a valuable connection to the world and the
people around them. Natalie reflected on the importance
of music when visiting new places.

When I travel to other countries and that kind of thing, music is
another way of getting an insight or connection with the culture
of wherever we are, so I tend to be very aware of music wher-
ever I am… it’s I think a part of just painting a fuller picture.
And I suppose if you think of music as an extension of
sound that kind of makes sense, maybe in the same way that
somebody else might take an interest in the artwork or architec-
ture… I guess music for me is you know, an accessible kind of
way of tapping into that difference or similarity (Natalie)

Greg, too, reflected on the significance of encounters
with music as he moved around his environment.

Walking out of Clapham Common when they used to have a
Sunsplash going out of the station and you feel the reggae
beats and I’ve got nowhere near the speakers, this was miles
down, I’d say a good mile and a half… but you feel the
beats coming from the distance, steady heartbeat into your
belly (Greg)
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Through music, Greg made tangible, full-body connec-
tion to the world, the importance of which was perhaps
even greater given his dual-sensory loss (Greg had both
SI and hearing impairments in both ears).

Music also had a role to play in connecting individuals
with others. Emily commented that during choral singing,
“you get a real feeling of being together as one, as a
group,” while music and singing had played an important
role in the relationship Sophie shared with one of her
friends, who had now passed away.

The first talent show we did and we got best newcomer award
for it and we sangMercy by Duffy so every time that plays any-
where, often it’ll play like randomly on a station or I’ll hear it in
the supermarket and be like, oh that’s the song [laughing] so it
kind of always holds that kind of memory (Sophie)

Natalie also reflected on music’s ability to connect indi-
viduals to memories of loved ones. For their daughter’s 21st
birthday celebration, Natalie and her husband had put
together a slideshow of photographs to be shown alongside
music. Although Natalie was able to discuss the photo-
graphs with her husband, it was her selection of music
that was of greatest significance.

The big thing for me was choosing the music that would go
behind that because that was something that I connected with
directly rather than indirectly with someone describing the pic-
tures, if that makes sense (Natalie)

Music offered Natalie a meaningful and accessible con-
nection to her daughter and the memories they shared,
playing an important role in her autobiographical narrative
(Belfi et al., 2016; DeNora, 2000).

In contrast, Adam reflected on music listening as an
opportunity to disconnect, or escape from, the environment.
Adam considered social interactions difficult due to his
inability to recognize faces at a distance, and music listen-
ing via a portable device offered a means of concealing
these difficulties when in public.

Interviewer: And you said that you’re using head-
phones. I’m guessing that that’s not a
problem in terms of awareness, sensory
awareness when walking?

Adam: I don’t have it particularly loud… I
suppose it’s a bit of a kind of, what’s the
right word, not safety blanket, but having
headphones in and somebody calls you
and you don’t answer, you’ve got a
get-out haven’t you, as in, I didn’t hear
you, it wasn’t I didn’t see you, ’cause I
had my music in

Literature highlights the role of portable listening
devices in the creation of separate auditory spaces
(Biserna, 2015; Heye & Lamont, 2010). This space was

important to Adam, whose account reflects Bull’s (2007)
conception of the “auditory bubble,” a space in which por-
table devices offer the user the ability to move through
space with control over the aesthetic, cognitive and social
aspects of their day (p. 3). Adam, who was not comfortable
sharing the extent of his sight loss with others, made use of
this bubble to maintain control over whether or not others
were aware of his impairment. Adam retained light percep-
tion and was able to recognize some color and shape, thus,
visual input likely contributed to his ability to orientate and
navigate in public spaces while listening to music. This was
in contrast to Natalie, whose sight was almost completely
lacking. Natalie avoided the use of portable devices
during travel, reporting, “I tend not to listen to something
when I’m out walking… I just need to concentrate too
much on the environment.” This reflects literature that high-
lights the importance of auditory cues in the navigation pro-
cesses of individuals with SI (Schinazi et al., 2016). The
different levels of sight maintained by Adam and Natalie
undoubtedly impacted on their use, or avoidance, of porta-
ble music listening devices in the context of personal public
travel.

There was also a discussion of the importance of music
in the lives of individuals because of their SI. Musicians in
the work of Baker and Green (2017) reflected similarly on
the value of music-making as an activity through which
individuals could connect with each other, regardless of
their SI. There were those for whom both music listening
and music-making had offered accessible hobbies, particu-
larly during childhood.

The school was putting on a musical and I actually took part in
that… I think it was a really big part in just settling into the
school and being accepted if you like, ’cause it was just some-
thing that I did in the same way as everyone else (Natalie)

In contrast to these social benefits, musical engagement
had taken the place of social interactions during Ben’s
childhood.

Music helped me a lot because I didn’t have many other
hobbies, my only outlet was listening to sports, football,
rugby commentaries on the radio, and listening to music (Ben)

Listening to the radio, and music in particular, was one
of the few activities Ben believed had been accessible to
him as a child, a source of solace, entertainment, and an
emotional outlet during a time that appeared to be fraught
with frustration and feelings of missing out. Ben had
reflected on his religious family’s disapproval of his enjoy-
ment of popular music as an adult, although he had per-
sisted in his musical pursuits and music continued to be
an important source of enjoyment through listening and
internet radio DJing. Mike also reflected on the accessibility
of music listening, noting that, “Even if you can’t see you
can still enjoy it [music]… no one can take that away
from me.” Despite Mike’s deteriorating vision, this was
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an activity that remained accessible to him, thanks to his
integration of mainstream technology in his everyday life.
The accessibility of music-making to visually impaired
individuals was also discussed.

There’s certain things that blind people aren’t going to do…
you won’t find many totally blind people who are great photog-
raphers, or painters, so music is something that’s open to them,
so it might be that because it’s open to them that they’re a bit
more likely to go down that route because other routes are
denied to them (James)

In addition to James viewing music as something which
was accessible for someone with SI, he also suggested that
other activities may be out-of-reach to them due to limita-
tions imposed by others. This belief reflects research that
continues to document the systematic exclusion of people
with a disability (Milner & Kelly, 2009; Snyder et al.,
2010). Such exclusion may influence, and be influenced
by, beliefs about the accessibility or appropriateness of
activities for individuals who have a disability. Thus,
social, cultural, and environmental factors may contribute
to perceptions regarding musical engagement and SI. For
example, Baker and Green (2017) point to long-standing
societal associations between SI and musicality. In the
current study, this was reflected by Sophie’s comments,
“I think a lot of people who are blind… they do kind of
have some kind of connection to music,” and Alison’s
belief that, “it’s largely because I’m visually impaired that
I’m so close and passionate about my music.” The influence
of these perceptions was also evident in the experiences of
Mike, who reported that his mother was influenced by her
beliefs regarding what activities may be most accessible,
and of greatest value, to her sons, both of whom had SI.

She [Mike’s mother] claims she got both me and my brother
into music because she knew we had an eyesight problem,
she thought it would be something that we could focus on…
she always said that… if I couldn’t work, she’s like you can
still teach music (Mike)

Mike highlights the early age at which external influ-
ences might begin to shape the musical engagement of indi-
viduals born with SI. Pring and Ockelford (2005) suggest a
natural emphasis on music from the caregivers of children
with SI, and in the current study, school was the source
of many early musical memories. Jack reflected on what
he believed to be the encouragement of musical engage-
ment during his education, “Oh yeah, the specialist
schools encouraged you to take up an instrument from the
early days,” while Emily, who had attended mainstream
schools, emphasized the impact of her family and her
Welsh upbringing on her early musical involvement,
“We’re all in choirs, my dad’s in a male voice choir, my
mum’s in the choir, my nephew’s in an opera, so we like
singing.” Baker and Green (2017) found that musicians
with SI reported a reduction in musical opportunities and

learning resulting from the closure of many Schools for
the Blind, but in the current study, both specialist and main-
stream schooling were associated with formative musical
experiences, and individuals educated in either context
went on to develop a diverse range of musical skills and
interests.

Accessibility and Inclusion in Musical Experiences
Participants reflected on accessibility and inclusion in rela-
tion to technology, information, and event attendance.
Individual differences in the nature of participants’ SI, atti-
tudes toward SI, and their past experiences all contributed
to a fluid concept of accessibility. The accessibility of tech-
nology, for example, reflected not only the design of
devices, applications, and webpages but also the unique char-
acteristics of an individuals’ SI (e.g., residual vision allowed
visual interactions with touchscreen technologies for some,
while others with less remaining vision employed
text-to-speech functionality) and their technological abilities.

As with research carried out with sighted participants,
age appeared to be a predictor of device and internet use
(Kuoppamäki et al., 2017; Neves et al., 2013). Older partic-
ipants tended to report low levels of technological ability
and difficulties learning how to use devices for music listen-
ing. Greg avoided touchscreen technologies, commenting
that “it’s all too much for me now, I find the whole lot con-
fusing,” although his additional hearing impairment may
have created further challenges relating to the use of tech-
nology and accessibility features such as text-to-speech
software. Robert felt that he had missed out on the benefits
of recent technological developments as a result of his age.

I was just born a bit too early… I’m not very techy and so I’m
no good at downloading or listening to things on Spotify, or
archiving my collection… I wish I’d done that because I’d
have saved an awful lot of money, instead of buying CDs
(Robert)

As in existing literature (Broady et al., 2010; Kim &
Choudhury, 2020), the perceived and actual difficulty of
learning was a barrier to the uptake of technology in older
participants. Participants reported practical barriers to
music listening at home, although this tended to be with
older technologies, such as CDs and vinyl, which had
largely been usurped by alternative means of music listening.
Mike reflected on the frustration experienced as his sight had
deteriorated and his ability to access his collection was lost,
“it kind of got to that point where I stopped listening to things
because I couldn’t be bothered.” Increasingly accessible
mainstream devices which provide opportunities for eyes-
free interactions (Hakobyan et al., 2013) had impacted posi-
tively on Mike’s engagement with music at home.

With Alexa now I know exactly what I’ve got… you can say
things like I don’t know, “Shuffle rock music”, and it’ll just
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literally play any rock music that it can find… and it’s just easy
(Mike)

Despite this, Mike acknowledged his preference for,
“something physical,” a fondness he attributed to his
father’s influence (the owner of a music market stall).
Similarly, vinyl provided John with a physical connection
to musical experiences, “as far as a bit of techno and
house goes I do prefer to dig out my old vinyl and have a
bit of a DJ session,” offering a different relationship to
music than that which is offered by digital listening experi-
ences (Magaudda, 2011). The benefits of online music sub-
scription services were, however, recognized, including
reducing the cost of accessing a wide range of music, “I
used to spend like literally hundreds of pounds on iTunes,
I’m terrible. This way I’m not spending as much” (Zoe)
and overcoming past difficulties experienced when access-
ing a physical collection.

Interviewer: Do you think that having your iPhone and
having Spotify and that kind of access, do
you see your music listening now as differ-
ent to how it was say a few years ago or in
the past?

Hayley: More, yeah because to be honest I’d
dropped off my music listening a bit,
partly because I had a lot of stuff going
on in my life but partly because I
thought, oh god I’ve got to go through all
those CDs and sort them all out if I want
to play something, but now yeah, it’s
[smartphone] kind of rebuilt my interest
if you like, I’ve never lost it but it just
made it so easy

It was notable that no participants reported the use of
devices designed specifically for users with SI to engage
with audio media for music listening, such as
“easy-to-read” radios or Sonic’s USB player (see https://
shop.rnib.org.uk/technology for further examples). Sophie
did, however, use a Braille Notetaker to record herself
singing. Laura cited cost as the main reason to avoid spe-
cialist devices, “I didn’t want to get into a system where
I’d got to buy an expensive piece of equipment from the
RNIB and then have a subscription on top of that.” Past
research has also identified cost, as well as difficulties
using devices and identifying appropriate support, as barri-
ers to the uptake of assistive technology (McGrath & Astell,
2017).

Accessibility of events reflected a range of both individ-
ual and external factors. The physical environment, for
example, could create difficulties. Thus, while live events
provided opportunities for Adam to spend time with
friends, he also reflected on the importance of attending
with the “right” companion in order to feel confident and
circumvent navigation difficulties.

In terms of the venues, the biggest issue I always face is the
lighting, and signs you know, where is it? I’d never be confi-
dent enough to go on my own ’cause it’d be a nightmare,
and I would only go with people that I felt comfortable
with… the kind of people where we can laugh it off if some-
thing happens you know, like I end up in the ladies looking
for them (Adam)

Reflecting this, Natalie and Victoria reported the positive
impact of companion ticket schemes (which permit an
attendee who has a disability to access a free ticket for a
companion) on event attendance.

I kind of go, oh you know what, I think I will go and I’ll be able
to invite someone to come with me, particularly if it’s not
something that I think my husband would enjoy or he’s
going to be away (Natalie)

The availability of these tickets may be particularly
important for individuals with SI who rely on others to
help them travel to events, face additional costs of private
transport, for example, taxis, and/or live in areas serviced
by inadequate public transport (Phoenix et al., 2015).
Companion ticket schemes also allowed access to a wider
range of seating, for which additional cost may be a
barrier to access (e.g., boxes or uninterrupted sight lines).
Victoria was able to utilize her residual vision at events
thanks to companion tickets because she “could afford to
sit somewhere near the front.” This was in stark contrast
to one concert she had attended prior to her learning
about accessibility schemes.

I’ve taken the girls to see Robbie Williams but actually I
wanted to go, and we were up in the Gods somewhere
dealing with a crowd of twelve thousand people which is
another story, and you can pick up the atmosphere, you can
enjoy the music, but you’d have absolutely no concept of
what was going on visually (Victoria)

Accessing information and booking tickets could also be
challenging. Online information lacked detail regarding the
facilities, services, and tickets available to attendees with SI
and could be difficult to find. For this reason, James and
Lily preferred to seek information and book tickets over
the phone.

We tend to book by phone only because it gives you the chance
of getting a slightly more personal touch… you get the feeling
from someone’s voice what they say to you about whether
they’re lying when they say, oh yes of course we’ll have
someone to meet you there (James)

I’d rather ring and talk to someone, and also if there’s conces-
sions which there are sometimes it’s easy to find out about
them over the phone as well (Lily)

James’s comments also suggest a possible failing to
deliver policy in practice, even where accessibility
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provisions might be offered. In contrast, Laura felt that
“tickets and information are fairly readily available to get
online,” although it was difficult to be “at the head of the
queue for things” when using accessibility software to nav-
igate a website.

Overall, services to support visually impaired attendees,
such as Audio Description (AD), which provides a com-
mentary for audience members (Audio Description
Association, 2020) and Touch Tours (TT), which give
attendees the opportunity to touch sets, props, and costumes
before a performance (Society of London Theatre, 2017),
were viewed favorably. However, Emily reflected on the
low availability of AD, “generally they have audio
described performance on a Thursday afternoon once in a
run… you have to be free on those dates, and it’s generally
a matinee in the afternoon.” A lack of information about
AD was also viewed as problematic.

I don’t think it’s well enough advertised… we turned up to
something not knowing that there’d been a touch tour so we
didn’t get the touch tour, and I only got the audio described
tour because I was using a cane and somebody assumed and
came over to talk (Victoria)

Although AD and TT might enhance live event experi-
ences for visually impaired attendees, inadequate promo-
tion, and provision may limit their contribution to event
accessibility.

Familiarity of venues and knowledge of staff support also
impacted on the perceived accessibility of events. Appraisals
of staff support varied across participants’ accounts.

I just go up to the desk and say I’m visually impaired, I’m
attending this concert on my own, can you just help me to
my seat, yes of course, usually people are very much engaging
and happy to help they’re usually fine (Alison)

Interviewer: You’ve said about the large venues being
not very enjoyable and not entirely accessi-
ble either, how you think that maybe those
kind of places might tackle those issues,
make those places more accessible, do
you think that there’s a way that they
could do that?

Eleanor: They should be better organised on their
help, they’re all offering it, they all say
they provide it, but in these big arenas, I
mean a lot of our blind friends go to
them and just put up with whatever, and
sometimes they get good service, some-
times they get less good service

As highlighted by Attitude is Everything (2016), levels
of staff training, interactions between attendees and staff,
and staff members’ abilities to provide the necessary stew-
arding and information in an appropriate and timely manner

can have a profound impact on the service provided to, and
the accessibility of events for, deaf and disabled attendees.

Research continues to document the challenges that both
indoor and outdoor environments may pose for visually
impaired people, including obstacles, navigation in unfamiliar
surroundings, and poorly maintained surfaces (Blessenohl
et al., 2015; Kirchner et al., 2008). In the current study, obsta-
cles, including audience members and seats, poor lighting,
and the identification of entrances, exits, and facilities such
as ticket offices, were all problematic.

Even the lighting kind of in the foyer was a little bit dull…
lighting’s my biggest thing, I think if I didn’t have the lighting
issue I’d probably do a bit more (Adam)

Difficulties with navigation are not limited to the experi-
ences of those living with SI, but SI may exacerbate these
difficulties. Adam and Mike both reflected on the difficulty
of locating toilets.

I suppose there’s hidden apprehensions and there can be
anxiety alongside things of not knowing where things are,
like toilets are always a complete nightmare (Adam)

Mike felt similarly, “My biggest biggest problem is
finding toilets.” Research documents the difficulties that
individuals with SI may have finding public toilets, includ-
ing locating and entering, inadequate lighting, distinguish-
ing low contrast items (e.g., white walls and white
toilets), and anxieties relating to hygiene and injury
(Greed, 2003; Michael, 2008; Omoto, 2020). Disabled
toilets exist to overcome such difficulties.

Only in recent years have I realised that hangon aminute, I [would]
actually be classed as disabled, I can use a disabled toilet… if I can
manage to go to a regular one I would do especially if there’s like a
wheelchair person waiting… but most places that isn’t the case…
So, it’s easier to hop in there, if the lighting’s poor I can use the
camera on my phone to look where the toilet is. If you’re in a
regular toilet you got problems (Mike)

However, Mike’s comments highlight that people with
SI may not always feel eligible for their use (Michael,
2008). The continued use of the wheelchair symbol to iden-
tify disabled facilities, and a tendency to focus on the needs
of those with physical disabilities in their design (Greed,
2003; Siu & Wong, 2013) may discourage use among
attendees with SI.

Crowding and interactions with other audience members
were also a source of concern. The ability to maintain per-
sonal space was central to feelings of safety, while a lack of
personal space was a source of anxiety due to the potential
risk of disturbing others.

I feel a lot more relaxed to enjoy a performance say where
there’s seating as opposed to if you’re going to something
where everyone’s just all standing and mushed in together…
I just like to know kind of where is my space so I don’t have
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to be thinking about, you know, am I going to get bumped or
pushed or am I going to step on someone (Natalie)

Existing research suggests that individuals with SI expe-
rience reduced feelings of personal safety due to not being
able to see those around them in noisy and crowded spaces
and may experience negative responses in instances where
they unknowingly invade the space of others (Branham
et al., 2017). Victoria highlighted the importance of appro-
priate seating to overcome this challenge; being seated
avoided the need to actively “manage my space or other
people’s space.”

The Impact of Changing Sight and Changing
Attitudes on Musical Experiences
Adam, Jim, Laura, Lily, Mike, and Victoria had all lived
with varying levels of sight at different points of their
life, and it was clear that their changing attitudes toward
their SI, and their perceptions of their abilities, had
impacted on their approach to musical engagement over
time. Existing literature highlights that changes in sight
require processes of adjustment and relearning, thus, psy-
chological impacts of late-onset sight loss may be far
greater than those associated with a lifelong SI (Schinazi,
2007; Wahl, 2013). This was reflected in the current
study, with those who experienced deteriorating sight dif-
fering in their approach to challenges to those with a life-
long, but largely unchanging, SI. For example, both Mike
and Sophie spoke of limited access to visual information
relating to recorded music (e.g., album covers, lyrics, or
song lists). This created frustration for Mike, because he
was no longer able to engage as he had before, but in con-
trast, provided Sophie with an opportunity to create a more
interesting listening experience.

Interviewer: How did you know what you were going to
listen to, how did you go and choose the
right CD?

Sophie: I never used any Braille labels or anything
but thinking about it maybe at one time I
did, and then stopped bothering and just
thought well you know what, it might be
interesting to just put one in and just
listen to it instead of knowing what it is

This attitude was also reflected in Sophie’s use of the
“Shuffle” function on her portable listening device, “I don’t
want to listen to it in the right order [laughing] ’cause it’s
boring.” Undoubtedly, Mike and Sophie’s attitudes reflected
their different experiences with SI; Sophie had lived her
entire life with a similar level of vision, while Mike had expe-
rienced significant deterioration in sight over time and thus, a
continuing need for adaptation in many aspects of his life. A
further challenge for Mike was that having developed the
skill as a child, he could now no longer read stave notation.

As a result, Mike felt unable to share his musical knowledge
with his children in the way that he wanted to.

Interviewer: Looking back now do you regret having
not carried on [playing guitar]?

Mike: I would like to be able to show my children
more stuff… I would love to be able to just
literally read the music and teach them
properly, I think a big thing about learning
it early on is that you actually do read the
music so you actually get that basic
understanding

The belief that engaging with music through written
notation was the “proper” means by which to do so was
clearly harmful to Mike’s self-esteem and deterred him
from engaging his children in musical learning. Laura had
also grown-up reading stave notation and a deterioration
in her sight had made this task increasingly difficult. As a
professional musician, Laura’s response to this challenge
was driven by professional necessity to continue learning
her vocal lines, “I’ve not found a way of memorizing at
all that doesn’t involve sitting down at my machine and
reading music.” Over time, Laura had progressed through
technological devices which provided increasing levels of
magnification, but this was a concern given the expected
future deterioration in her vision.

If I lost the vision that I’ve still got I wouldn’t be able to learn
music because I don’t read Braille music, I read staff notation,
I’d have to learn Braille music but then there’s so little of what I
do available in Braille format that would be really restrictive
(Laura)

Although Mike and Laura had experienced similar diffi-
culties accessing sheet music, their responses to this chal-
lenge were contrasting: an insurmountable restraint,
versus a challenge in need of a practical and achievable sol-
ution. Research continues to demonstrate the role of under-
lying individual factors such as acceptance and positive
attitude on psychological adjustment to sight loss (Nyman
et al., 2012), although the necessity of adapting to this
change was also far greater for professional musician
Laura, than for amateur musician Mike.

Adam had performed as a member of bands throughout
his life and spoke of the ease with which he could often
play, including his ability to “drift off” onstage. However,
he also spoke of practical challenges associated with low
lighting on stage, which meant requesting easier parts, and
his inability to assist his bandmates in setting up and derig-
ging performances. The latter was exacerbated by Adam’s
reticence to divulge the extent of his SI to his bandmates.

With the band I mean that was awkward actually because I only
knew one of the lads and he was the only one who knew about
my eyes and everything and I had to sort of say to the others,
because I was debating whether to quit really early on actually
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’cause I thought it was becoming a nightmare ’cause I don’t
drive, difficult getting to rehearsals, people having to pick
me up run me around, and then I was thinking when we do
get to gigs it’s going to be a nightmare for them, I can’t
really help with getting equipment in and out… I’m a bit of
a liability and then performance-wise, needing fairly decent
lighting but they were spot on lads where they actually
bough a light rig (Adam)

Adam experienced increased feelings of dependence on
others, a response often associated with deteriorating sight
(Nyman et al., 2012), which posed a risk to his continued
participation in the band. Only after feeling confident
enough to share his SI with his bandmates were they able
to provide him with the practical support he needed.
Adam’s comments highlight the interaction of practical
challenges associated with performing as a musician with
SI, with those relating to an individual’s beliefs regarding
their SI, and how others might view their sight loss.

Establishing Identities in Music
Music played an important role in how participants pre-
sented themselves to the world, echoing previous research
which has highlighted the role of music in the construction
and affirmation of individual and group identities, through
shared preferences and experiences (DeNora, 2000). The
latter was central to Emily’s maintenance of long-standing
friendships; club nights continued to be an important part
of their lives even now.

Being with friends and being in a nightclub and the excitement
of running onto the floor because like the Smith’s “Ask” has
come on, or we used to go to Broadway Boulevard here
which is mostly dance but it used to have three songs that
they would play and it was Leveller’s “One Way of Life”,
and it was “Jump Around” and “Smells Like Teen Spirit”
and when they used to come on we used to run onto the
dance floor and jump jump (Emily)

The continued importance of indie music to Emily and
her friends reflects the role that research has shown music
to play in identity construction during young adulthood,
and a tendency toward preferences established at this time
(Lamont & Loveday, 2020).

Hargreaves et al. (2017) describe identities in music
(IIM), as reflecting established roles, categories, and self-
concepts of musicianship. In line with this conceptualiza-
tion, participants revealed a plethora of IIM. Alison, for
example, commented that “I’m not a musician I just put
myself big-time in the category of being a really good
appreciator, but I’m not a musician,” while Greg and
Laura described themselves as a “semi-professional” per-
former, improviser and composer, and a “professional clas-
sical singer,” respectively. Participants engaged in multiple
and various musical activities (see Table 1 for details of par-
ticipants’ musical participation), illustrating Rickard and

Chin’s (2017) view of musicianship as a multidimensional
concept that encompasses not only music production (e.g.,
music-making) but also music reception (music-listening).

Music offered participants opportunities for shared expe-
riences through activities such as ensemble playing, live
event attendance, and discussions with friends and families
of shared and contrasting musical preferences. James
described the social aspects of his (and wife, Eleanor’s)
involvement in folk festivals.

I’ve had some incredible times playing music… we’re not pro-
fessionals or anything… we used to go to a lot of folk like fes-
tivals and stuff… we used to sit on the sort of fringe and go to
the pubs in the vicinity and just do a few sessions. Everyone
brought their guitar or their instrument or their banjo or what-
ever it was along, we just played stuff, you know, played
together, I think the biggest thrill I get is actually playing
with other people (James)

Opportunities for shared musical experiences had been
particularly important in offering Natalie a sense of inclu-
sion during her teenage years.

When I started high school, the school was putting on a musical
and I actually took part in that, just as a member of the chorus
but that was, I think it was a really big part in just settling into
the school and being accepted if you like, ’cause it was just
something that I did in the same way as everyone else did
and all of that kind of thing, so yep being able to do that was
fabulous (Natalie)

Music-making provided opportunities to construct alter-
native identities to those embodied and enacted in partici-
pants’ everyday lives, highlighting the role of music in
offering environments to construct, reconstruct, and con-
sciously test new identities (Elliott & Silverman, 2017).
This was true for Adam, who had held a part-time perfor-
mance career alongside his teaching career for several
years, and Laura, a full-time opera singer. Although typi-
cally shy, performing offered Adam a means of distancing
himself from this aspect of his character and adopting an
alternative and confident onstage persona.

I’m actually fairly comfortable performing but I hate talking
[laughing] (Adam)

As evidenced in Scott’s (2017) exploration of shy per-
formativity in the performing arts, the performance
context was a chance for Adam to, “put a bit of an act
on,” and exercise a greater sense of self-confidence than
experienced ordinarily. The idea of adopting alternative
personas was also key to Laura’s reflections on musical per-
formance, which offered her a space in which her identity as
a mother, a wife, and a person with SI, truly become sec-
ondary to her identity as a musician.

I can remember saying to somebody once, because they won-
dered if when I played [character’s name omitted] I was going

Castle et al. 13



to play her as blind, and I said no… why would I play her as
blind, I’m putting a blonde wig on you know, I’m playing
her as blonde, why would I want to play her as blind, I want
a night off being blind you know, I want a bit of a break
from that (Laura)

In line with Hargreaves et al. (2002) social constructionist
conceptualization of multiple musical identities, the person-
alities adopted by Laura and Adam in everyday life and
onstage were contradictory. Opportunities to adopt these
alternative identities allowed Laura to avoid any disability-
first identities that might be imposed on her, highlighting
that, “I’m not a blind singer, I’m a singer who is blind.”
The work of Baker and Green (2017) demonstrates that
many musicians, like Laura, may choose to avoid associa-
tions with disability arts and disability-first language as a
marketing tool for this reason. This was in contrast to
Greg, whose involvement in ensembles with other musicians
who had disability, was an important part of professional life.

Summary of Key Findings

What Role Does Music Play in the Lives of Individuals
who Have Sight Impairment?
Discussion with participants highlighted the range of experi-
ences associated with musical engagement, which reflected
their diverse musical backgrounds and interests. Positive
experiences with music were cited by all, and these experi-
ences played important roles in participants’ lives as
sources of musical learning, social activity, and emotional
regulation. Many of the functions fulfilled by music in the
current study reflected those identified in existing literature
(Lamont et al., 2016), while others were closely associated
with participants’ experiences of SI and the centrality of
auditory input and output to their lives. For example,
music provided information about surroundings and con-
nected individuals to their environments in a way that was
viewed as particularly important given the lack of access to
visual information. It also helped those experiencing sight
loss to cope with worries relating to their vision and provided
a hobby that was considered more accessible than other
activities. As with typically sighted individuals, the role of
music in providing a space and means to construct identities
was also important (DeNora, 2000; Elliott & Silverman,
2017). Opportunities to exercise alternative identities may
be of particular significance to musicians with SI who, like
Laura, appreciated the opportunity to separate herself from
aspects of her identity that she associated with her SI.

In What Way Might Sight Impairment Impact on an
Individuals’ Musical Experiences?
All participants considered music-making and/or music lis-
tening an accessible hobby, but issues of accessibility and
inclusion were also highlighted. Existing research exploring
the recreational and social lives of individuals with SI has

identified both practical and psychological barriers to par-
ticipation (Fryer, 2020; Jaarsma et al., 2014; Jin et al.,
2019; Vučinić et al., 2020). Similar challenges were
evident in the current study. Practical challenges relating
to music-making included reading music and setting up/
performing onstage. These practical difficulties, however,
had psychological implications, including feelings of frus-
tration and dependence on others. There were those for
whom technology had increased the accessibility of music
listening experiences, evidencing progress toward univer-
sally accessible technology. However, some, particularly
older participants, had actively avoided new devices, and
indicated a lack of technological confidence. Given that
the majority of those living with SI in the UK are elderly,
and that sensory loss may create barriers to technology
use in older adults (Gitlow, 2014), continued efforts to
ensure the universal design and adequate technological
support for those living with SI are required.

Results also highlighted barriers to live event attendance,
many of which reflected those found to impact more gener-
ally on the recreational lives of individuals with SI; these
included challenging physical environments (Berger,
2012; Green & Miyahara, 2007) and difficulties accessing
information (Jaarsma et al., 2014; Szpiro et al., 2016).
The positive impact of attending events with a companion
on participants’ confidence was apparent. Although cost
was not cited directly as a limiting factor on attendance,
the emphasis on the importance of companion ticket
schemes for attendees with SI suggests that this may be one-
factor at-play in decisions relating to attendance, as well as
the accessibility of the physical environment. Current find-
ings expand on knowledge relating to the experiences of
deaf and disabled attendees (Attitude is Everything, 2016,
2018), indicating that while live music events offer a mean-
ingful and socially fulfilling pastime for attendees with SI,
their needs have not yet been adequately addressed. Further
discussion of how the barriers to live event attendance may
be overcome for visually impaired attendees is provided
elsewhere (Castle et al., 2022).

Although many of the participants reflected on the
importance of music to their lives, their musical back-
grounds, the exact nature of their SI, their attitude toward
SI, and their approach to managing challenges, all impacted
on the extent to which they engaged with musical activities.
It was those with late-onset sight loss, or degenerative con-
ditions which impacted their sight over time, who faced
perhaps the biggest challenge, with a need to adapt or
reconsider decisions relating to their musical engagement,
as with other aspects of their lives (Binns et al., 2013).

Methodological Considerations and Future Directions
Utilizing an in-depth qualitative approach, the current study
offers detailed insight into the musical lives of adults living
with SSI. The study expands on studies that have employed
quantitative methods to explore predefined aspects of
musical experience in adults with SI (Park & Chong, 2019;
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Park et al., 2015), and qualitative research which has focused
solely on the lives of visually impaired musicians (Baker &
Green, 2017; Park, 2017). The study’s inductive approach
ensures that findings are grounded in the words and experi-
ences of participants, highlighting the influence of partici-
pants’ differing preferences, needs, and attitudes on
musical experiences. However, the study has some limita-
tions. There were few young adults involved, and none
under the age of 20 years. This may limit the knowledge gen-
erated in relation to technological engagement and atten-
dance at events, with evidence of generational differences
in music consumption, music technology use (McIntyre,
2011; Nowak & Bennett, 2020), and music event attendance
(Arts Council England, 2015; Webster et al., 2018). Also,
most participants had been living with a SI (progressing to
SSI) or SSI for their whole life. This does not reflect the
experiences of the majority of people living with SI or SSI
in the UK, who are mostly older adults with age-related
sight loss (Pezzullo et al., 2018). Further research which
focuses on the musical lives of younger adults with a SI or
SSI, those impacted by late-onset sight loss, and individuals
with recent and/or sudden sight loss, would be beneficial.
This is particularly important given the negative impacts
that deteriorating sight was found to have on some partici-
pants’ musical lives. There is a need to better understand
how periods of transition, changing priorities, and adaption
to sight loss may impact on engagement with music, and
other leisure and social activities. Longitudinal studies and
utilization of techniques such as Experience Sampling
Methods could offer useful tools for capturing the dynamics
of musical experience, and the impact of changing vision on
musical engagement over time. Also, while the current study
sought to include participants who retained a greater level of
vision (i.e., were “sight impaired” or “partially sighted”),
convenience sampling resulted in sample where all partici-
pants had an SSI. Future research may wish to consider
how factors such as severity of SI impact on access to, and
engagement with, musical activities.

Finally, existing literature has documented the impact
of disability on social and cultural participation (Bascom
et al., 2017) and individuals with SI are more likely to
be older and living with other (and multiple) disabilities
or conditions than those with no SI (McLean et al.,
2014). A focus on the potential impacts of comorbid con-
ditions and/or disabilities on the accessibility of musical
experiences for those living with SI may also be useful
in identifying areas for improvement to accessibility in
relation to technology, music-making, or event atten-
dance, and instigating change which benefits these
individuals.

Conclusion
This study utilized qualitative research methods in the
exploration of the musical lives of individuals with SSI.
Unlike past explorations, the study included not only
those involved in amateur or professional music-making

but also those for whom music listening was their
primary means of engaging with music. Findings contribute
to the discourse surrounding musical engagement, high-
lighting the participation of individuals with SSI in a
variety of musical activities, and the functions fulfilled by
music in their lives. Findings also provide knowledge relat-
ing to accessibility and inclusion in the context of musical
engagement, evidencing the physical, social, and individual
factors which may act as barriers to musical participation
for individuals with SSI. The importance of music to the
lives of participants in the current study, and previous
research (Park et al., 2015), serves to highlight the
ongoing need to represent the voices of these individuals
in research relating to musical life, including, but not
limited to, technological design and device choice, events
and audience experiences, music-making, performing, and
education.
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