
Investigating Bookmarking Habits of Blind Users 

Mexhid Ferati 
South East European University 

Contemporary Sciences and Technologies 
Bul. Ilinden 335, 1200 Tetovo, FYR of Macedonia 

m.ferati@seeu.edu.mk 

 
ABSTRACT 

To easily revisit websites of interest, users typically use the 

browser’s bookmarking feature. Due to technological barriers to 

access the web, however, the blind and visually impaired users 

make a little use of this feature. To further investigate such claim, 

we conducted a survey with 12 blind and visually impaired K-12 

students. The results of the interview show that students have no 

or limited use of the bookmarking service. The main reason is 

found to be the small number of websites they visit, thus not 

having the need to bookmark them. Another reason is the 

difficulty to create and also access the created bookmarks. An 

interesting result from the survey is that blind and visually 

impaired like to share the websites they use. To take advantage of 

this, we propose a solution that will combine the bookmarking 

and sharing features using a “bag” metaphor, which enriched with 

non-speech sounds, could encourage blind and visually impaired 

students browse larger number and more diverse websites. 

Categories and Subject Descriptors 

H.5.4 [Information Interfaces and Presentation]: User issues.  

General Terms 

Human factors, design. 

Keywords 

Bookmarking, interview, blind and visually impaired, children, 

non-speech sound, audeme, interface. 

1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
Occasionally as people browse the internet, they come across 

interesting sites that they want to bookmark. The purpose of 

bookmarking a website is to denote the address where the 

information is located and to facilitate re-access to that material. 

An internet user may choose to bookmark a website because the 

information contained in that site is currently useful, is predicted 

to be used in the future, or the user is referred to it periodically. 

To make bookmarking a useful and pleasant experience, 

researchers have investigated different approaches, such as, a 

visualization mechanism to ease the process of finding a particular 

bookmark [10]. Another researcher has introduced landmarks, 

which highlight the content within the bookmarked web page [7]. 

These methods, however, mainly support sighted users and do not 

work for the blind and visually impaired users, who typically rely 

on the existing screen readers when browsing the internet. 

To address the needs of the blind and visually impaired 

community, many researchers have made efforts in designing and 

developing new browsers. Within these new browsers they have 

also added a bookmarking feature that lets users easily save pages 

that need to be revisited later. WebSight is such a web browser 

that conveys the layout of the web pages. This browser offers a 

feature called WebMark that enables blind users to bookmark 

pages of interest. The drawback is that the bookmarks are only 

accessible during the browsing session [4]. 

Another study describes the development of voicemarks, which 

are speech-based bookmarks [11]. Voicemarks are different from 

the traditional bookmarks, as they do not “mark” the whole 

website, but a particular content within the website. In this sense 

they are similar to landmarks, but differ in the sense that 

landmarks are text-based, while voicemarks are speech-based, 

which can be created and retrieved by voice.  

Similarly, SeEBrowser (Semantically Enhanced Browser) gives 

users the ability to save a desired web page [12]. In addition to 

saving only the title and URL of the page, which the regular 

browsers do, SeEBrowser also saves the sentence in which the 

reading cursor is positioned. This enables the user upon 

revisitation to go straight to the sentence level rather than the page 

level. Likewise, Semdrops, a social semantic tagging system, 

enables users to add tags to any web resource, which then can be 

retrieved easily [13]. 

Other slightly different venues in which bookmarking have been 

investigated for the blind community are Digital Talking Books 

which represent the text of a book synchronized with an audio [1].  

Most of the blind and visually impaired people, however, do not 

use specially customized browsers, but just regular web browsers 

(e.g., Mozilla Firefox, Internet Explorer) with screen readers [5]. 

To investigate how much blind students use the bookmarking 

feature offered within the regular browsers, we conducted an 

interview with the students of Indiana School for the Blind and 

Visually Impaired (ISBVI) located in Indianapolis. The results 

show that blind and visually impaired are not frequent users of the 

bookmarking feature offered through the browser. Most of the 

students do not see a need for such feature, since they only browse 

limited number of websites. However, students claimed that they 

like to share with friends the web resources they find. Hence, we 

speculate that providing a collaborative environment might 

stimulate blind users visit more sites. In the discussion section we 

propose a solution that will help with the issue of bookmarking 

and increase of the number and diversity of sites blind users might 

visit. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Purpose and Overview  
In order to understand the bookmarking habits of the blind and 

visually impaired students, we conducted a semi-structured 

interview with open-ended questions. 

2.2 Participants  
A total of 12 participants, seven male, five female, six blind and 

six visually impaired took part in this study. Students were 

between the ages of 12- and 20-years-old. Through the ISBVI 

administration, a call to participate in the interview was sent to all 

students. All participants were chosen to be screen reader users. 

All participants were paid. 

2.3 Procedure 
Three researchers initially met with participants in a large 

classroom within the premises of ISBVI. After briefing on the 

purpose of the interview, each of the researchers individually 

interviewed four participants in separate classrooms. On average 

each interview took 20-30 minutes. The interview sessions were 

audio recorded. 

2.4 Data Collection 
Participants were asked a total of 31 questions grouped in three 

sets. The first set of questions (Q1-7) tried to uncover the way 

blind and visually impaired users organize their personal 

belongings into their rooms. These questions helped us understand 

their organization habits and a possibility of developing metaphor 

ideas. The second set (Q8-17) was geared towards understanding 

the general internet browsing habits of the participants, in order to 

understand the big scope of where and when bookmarking could 

become useful. The final set of questions (Q18-31) was 

addressing more specific questions about bookmarking to make us 

aware whether participants use this service and how do they use it. 

The list of all questions can be found in Appendix A. 

3. ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 
The answers from the interview were first semantically 

transcribed into a written format from the audio recordings. Then, 

a condensed form of the answers was devised to ease the analysis 

process. Finally, based on the similarity of the issues raised by 

participants, we devised three emerging themes which describe 

how our participants organize their physical and digital 

belongings, the limited use of bookmarking feature, and their 

willingness to share the websites they like.  

3.1 Consistent Placement of Belongings 
All participants have similar strategies concerning the placement 

of their physical belongings, such as, cell phones, keys, CDs, etc. 

While at home, they typically keep these at the same place mostly 

being the desk or nightstand. On the other hand, while they are 

on-the-go, they place their belongings in their bags. This strategy 

enables participants to find those items easily when needed.  

For the same reason (finding), most of the participants organize in 

some form their physical and digital belongings. They put their 

school materials into different folders labeled by the subject’s 

name. Assignments are typically put into subfolders within a 

given subject folder. Documents requiring a higher attention are 

prioritized by being placed at the top of the folder. In similar 

fashion, participants organize their digital materials in their 

computers, such as, reading materials, music and movies. 

Participants organize the different types of clothes into different 

drawers, but mostly recognize their clothes by its fabric. Most of 

the participants, however, require someone’s help in order to find 

out the color of their clothes. Just one participant described an 

interesting way that helps him distinguish the clothes by colors. In 

the inner part of the clothes, his father sows buttons of different 

size and shape to represent the different colors. 

3.2 Limited Use of Bookmarking 
Researchers were somewhat surprised by the results of the 

interview to find out that most of the participants (8 out of 12) do 

not use the bookmarking service. Only two out of twelve 

participants use this service; one has only used it shortly some 

times before and one uses it very infrequently. A more surprising 

fact is that participants have just a limited number of sites that 

they visit on internet, such as Google, Youtube, IndyStar and 

music and sports sites. As a consequence, most of the participants 

remember those sites they visit and see no need to bookmark 

them.  

When occasionally students find an interesting web resource (e.g., 

for an assignment), most of them copy the contents of the page 

into a word document. Others remember the URL, the keywords 

they initially used to find the page, or rely on the history 

generated by the browser. 

The data reveals two reasons why participants do not use 

bookmarking. First, participants claim that it involves too many 

steps to create a bookmark often resulting in failure to 

successfully accomplish the process. Second, even if they succeed 

on creating a bookmark, they have trouble retrieving the already 

saved bookmark. Participants asked that the process of creating a 

bookmark should be more automatic. Few participants suggested 

a “bookmark this” link to be added on every website.  

3.3 Blind Students Share Web Resources 
Although the interview findings show that students only browse 

handful of websites and consequently do not bookmark them, they 

do like to share their web resources. Most of the participants (8 

out of 12) claimed that they share with their school friends the 

websites they typically visit. Five participants would use email to 

share a site, while four prefer word of mouth. Other means 

include Instant Messaging, phone calls, and text messaging. 

In general, most of the participants reported that they find 

interesting sites through friends via word of mouth. On rare 

occasions they discover interesting sites through search engines, 

such as Google, or through links from other sites and radio shows.  

4. DISCUSSION AND FUTURE 

DIRECTION 
As evidenced by the qualitative survey shown on this paper on the 

bookmarking habits of blind and visually impaired teenagers, it is 

a relatively low number of sites (2-3) that these users know or are 

exposed to. Our speculation that it is the disability that makes 

these teenagers browse a limited number of sites might not be 

true. A study conducted with 9-19 year sighted teenagers reveals 

that most of them access 5-10 websites in a week [6]. This 

number is surprisingly low considering the amount of pages the 

internet contains. This community is dramatically hindered from 

the potential of learning, fun and discovery that the web can bring 

to all walks of their life. 

The popularity of social bookmarking paradigms (e.g., delicious) 

has shown an enormous potential for enabling users to experience 
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“serendipity” (stumbling upon interesting sites) and exploratory 

discovery of relevant web resources, based on other people’s 

interests and browsing preferences. This world of opportunities, 

however, is still far away from the reach of blind and visually 

impaired users, as social bookmarking sites are conceived and 

constructed using design paradigms, metaphors and navigation 

structures suitable for sighted users only. Even if popular social 

bookmarking sites were technically accessible (abiding to 

W3C/WCAG accessibility standard), they would still remain 

detached from the daily lives of blind users, who rarely use 

computers and even more rarely use or look for sites on the web. 

To better understand the role that advanced interactive 

technologies can play in unleashing new paradigms for bringing 

blind users to discover and explore new web resources, we 

propose a design to exploit the “knowledge of the crowd” and 

funneling the interests of peers into the lives of blind users. A 

principal focus of the idea is the concept of a peer-populated, 

shared “bag” of web resources that are proactively added by blind 

users as well as suggested to them to explore on a regular basis. 

The shared bag of web resources will have two roles meshed into 

it: archiving/sharing and discovering/searching. 

Archiving/Sharing: is the process that users use when they 

stumble upon an interesting web resource. In order to “save” that 

resource, the user puts it into the bag. By putting it into the bag, 

the resource is available to himself as an archiving (as he can 

come back and find the resource there), and the resource is also 

available (sharing) to his peers/friends who have access to the 

bag. 

Discovering/Searching: is the process when the user wants to 

find any kind of web resource that might draw his interest. The 

user goes to the bag and looks what his friends have put into the 

bag since he has last time checked it. Then he might choose one of 

the resources and view it. 

A special family of non-speech sounds – audemes [9] – can be 

used to vividly notify users of new interesting things in the bag, 

and semantically evoke, drive interest in the new resource, even 

before starting to browse it. The available resources in the bag are 

displayed as an aurally-enriched list. For each item in the bag, an 

audeme will characterize that web resource. This would enable 

users to anticipate the content of the web resource without 

engaging it. 

In numerous experiments, audemes have demonstrated a potential 

of generating a more effective remembering of listened topics [3, 

8] and its successful integration into an acoustic interface for the 

studying purposes of the blind and visually impaired K-12 

students [2]. Hence, audemes can help blind users in fixing the 

memory of the visited sites, enhancing in turn the potential of 

sharing with others (using the bag). 

5. CONCLUSION 
In this paper we presented the results of a qualitative survey 

conducted with blind and visually impaired users. The interview 

helped us understand that blind and visually impaired users 

browse only limited number of web resources. Consequently, they 

do not use the bookmarking service as they typically remember 

the handful of websites they visit. Interestingly, participants like 

to share with their peers the resources they use.  

To take advantage of the desirability of the users to share their 

favorite websites, we discussed a design idea that will help blind 

and visually impaired student, both in the process of archiving 

their resources and sharing the same with their peers. This brings 

opportunities for this community of users to discover new and 

interesting site for them through collaboration. 
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APPENDIX A. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

# Question 

1 Where do you keep your keys, so that you can easily find them when you need? 

2 Where do you keep your cell phone, so that you can easily find it when you need? 

3 For school, how do you keep organized your class material? Do you use folders? 

4 When you have to find a paper document (for example a sheet received in class), what do you do? 

5 How do you organize your collection of CD-s, DVD-s? 

6 How do you distinguish the favorite CD-s, DVD-s? 

7 How do you organize your clothing (e.g. socks)? 

8 What are the types of websites you visit? 

9 Example of 2-3 sites you visited this week? 

10 How long have you been knowing these sites? 

11 How do you find new and interesting websites? Optional – Besides using Search Engines, any other way? 

12 When you discover an interesting site, what do you do with it? Can you make an example of an interesting site you recently 

discovered? 

13 How do you keep trace of a website? 

14 If you want to go to this website (see example above), how would you do it? 

15 Do you share a website with others? 

16 If yes, how do you do it? Optional – Explore different ways of possibly sharing a website? 

17 How would you like to receive a site from a friend? 

18 Did you ever save a bookmark? 

19 Why? 

20 If you do bookmark a site, how do you do it? 

21 Do you like the current way of bookmarking a site? 

22 Do you use tags when creating bookmarks? If yes, how many tags you generally use? 

23 Do you usually Search or Browse for a bookmark? 

24 How do you organize your bookmarks (e.g. folders)? 

25 If you like bookmarking, what particular feature do you like? 

26 If any, what particular feature you dislike about bookmarking? 

27 Would you like to change anything about the current bookmarking service? 

28 If you don’t use bookmarks, why not? 

29 Have you tried using bookmarks? 

30 Do you know how sighted people use bookmarking? 

31 When you bookmark a site, is there a case when you are interested only in just a paragraph, but you are forced to bookmark the 

whole site? 
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