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Running blind: the sensory practices of visually impaired runners
Ben Powis a and Jessica Louise Macbeth b

aDepartment of Social Sciences and Nursing, Solent University, Southampton, UK; bSchool of Health, Social Work 
and Sport, University of Central Lancashire, Preston, UK

ABSTRACT
In this article, we consider what it means to be running blind. As an idiom, 
this phrase refers to doing something through guesswork, without a plan 
or pre-existing knowledge; instead, our notion of running blind offers an 
alternative perspective. Drawing upon a novel theoretical approach, 
which is multidisciplinary and engages with the work of visually impaired 
(VI) and non-VI scholars, we establish the rich, creative and diverse sensory 
practices of VI runners. The data in this article is drawn from a qualitative 
study involving eight blind and partially sighted participants, who each 
took part in two semi-structured interviews. Using abductive analysis, our 
discussion is organised around the route: 1) Knowing the route; 2) 
Navigating the route; and 3) Pleasures of the route. While VI runners’ 
sensory practices are unique, there are significant commonalities in our 
participants’ experiences of running blind, including the mapping pro-
cess, agency and freedom en route, multisensorial modes of navigation 
and more-than-visual running pleasures. This article demonstrates the 
importance of exploring non-ocularnormative conceptions of sport and 
physical activity, which is of value for VI runners, guide runners and key 
stakeholders alike.

ARTICLE HISTORY 
Received 23 March 2023  
Accepted 14 November 2023 

KEYWORDS 
Blindness; visual impairment; 
running; the senses; sport; 
physical activity; disability; 
perception

Introduction

What does it mean to be running blind? Whether it’s novelist Desmond Bagley’s espionage thriller, 
the alternate American title of Lee Child’s The Visitor, or a 2004 single by rock band Godsmack, this 
idiom is established in popular culture. Yet, a dictionary definition is conspicuously absent. Akin to 
flying blind – ‘to be doing something without having any experience of doing it before or without 
having important information about what you are doing’ (Cambridge University Press n.d..) – 
running blind is an illustration of what David Bolt (2013) terms the metanarrative of blindness. He 
argues that visually impaired (VI) people are habitually defined in ways which displace agency and 
perpetuate the supremacy of visual perception. While the semantics of language and terminology 
may seem inconsequential, the ocularnormative seeing-knowing metaphor – and its antithesis – 
remains the dominant mode of understanding VI people's experiences of being-in-the-world.

While an emerging body of qualitative research has begun to offer important insights into VI 
people's experiences of running (Alcaraz-Rodríguez et al. 2018; Allen-Collinson, Hall, and Jackman  
2023; Ball et al. 2022; Hall, Allen-Collinson, and Jackman 2023; Hiemstra and Rana 2023; Holland, 
Haegele, and Zhu 2020; Lieberman et al. 2019; Saulynas et al. 2022), these studies do little to 
challenge the metanarrative of blindness. Existing sociological research focuses exclusively on VI 
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runner–(human) guide partnerships, providing rich insights into the development of relationships 
and interactional achievement (Hall, Allen-Collinson, and Jackman 2023), the auditory dimension of 
running together (Allen-Collinson, Hall, and Jackman 2023) and constructing a sense of inclusion 
through this running ensemble (Hiemstra and Rana 2023). Notably, this prioritisation of the sporting 
dyad obscures VI runners’ capacity for individual agency and reproduces notions of passivity. 
Furthermore, these studies tend to present a dualistic running partnership where the guide has 
sight, and the VI runner does not. Consequently, we know little about how VI runners – even those 
who use guides – utilise their usable vision when running. Problematic terms such as sighted guide 
and guided running, which are employed in the current literature, perpetuate an ocular power 
dynamic that is founded on sighted/blind and in/dependent binaries.

Likewise, the sensory experiences of VI runners (Allen-Collinson, Hall, and Jackman 2023; Hiemstra 
and Rana 2023) have only been explored in the context of the running partnership. For example, 
Allen-Collinson et al 2023) sociological-phenomenological analysis of auditory attunement centres 
on the development of somatic empathy between running partners. Similarly, Hiemstra and Rana 
(2023) posit how, through a shared sensorium, ‘two tethered running bodies become one running 
ensemble’ (12). However, there is little said about the sensory practices of the VI runners themselves 
or the multisensorial strategies used to construct meaningful outdoor running experiences. Given 
our critique of this incipient body of research, the purpose of our study is to reframe the concept of 
running blind and establish the rich, creative and diverse practices of VI runners. While acknowl-
edging the importance of interactions with guides, for those who use them, we will delve into the 
multiplicities of VI runners’ sensory experiences beyond the sporting dyad. We are mindful of not 
reproducing the mythologies of compensatory powers and supersensory perception (Kleege 1999), 
which are equally integral to the metanarrative of blindness (Bolt 2013). As we will now demonstrate, 
running blind does not connote an absence of sight, superhuman compensatory skills or being 
passively guided around a route: it is a heterogenous, embodied practice that is unique to every VI 
runner.

Methodology

Positionality

In this study, we adopt a relativist ontological and a social constructionist epistemological position 
(Sparkes and Smith 2014), which accepts that while material things exist out there independent of 
ourselves, it is actors who ascribe meaning to such entities and actively construct social realities. We 
recognise that there is no singular foundational experience of visual impairment (VI) (Sacks 2010): 
type of impairment, environmental factors and social interaction all impact what it is to be blind or 
partially sighted, including ‘how, what, where, and when they (VI people) see’ (Omansky 2011, 154). 
Blindness and sightedness are continually negotiated and performed in everyday life (Hammer  
2019), including in sport and physical activity. Therefore, in the context of our work, multiple realities 
of VI running exist and are given meaning by the runners themselves. In this article, we are offering 
our interpretation of these interpretations (Sparkes and Smith 2014) and will explore how our 
participants produce, construct and make sense of their running realities. While we acknowledge 
our participants’ ways of being-in-the-world and being-in-sport as unique, we also endeavour to 
establish commonalities in VI runners’ sensory experiences and determine the lived meaning(s) of 
running blind.

Unlike existing VI running research, our theoretical approach – which engages with disability 
studies, sociology, anthropology and geography – is principally informed by VI scholars (Bolt 2013; 
Hull 1990; Kleege 1999; Michalko 1999; Omansky 2011; Saerberg 2010), as well as non-VI scholars 
(Hammer 2019; Schillmeier 2010) with expertise in blindness and the senses. Although VI sport, 
exercise and health literature – including Bell (2019, 2019), Macpherson (2009a, 2009b), Petty (2021) 
and Powis (2020) – features in our analysis, it is a sociocultural framing of VI perception that 
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underpins our perspective. Accordingly, this study is located within the sociology of the senses 
(Vannini, Waskul, and Gottschalk 2013), which theorises how ‘sensing and sense-making are neces-
sarily conjoined, codetermined, and mutually emergent in active and reflexive practices’ (15). These 
practices are often mundane, taken-for-granted and enacted through individuals’ somatic work. In 
our discussion, we further explore the significance of sensory practices in VI running and establish 
the role of the route in this lived, socialised perceptual process.

We, as authors, currently self-identify as non-disabled and non-visually impaired. Ben is a male 
outdoor runner with over a decade of experience in coaching and researching VI sport and guiding 
in non-sporting contexts. Jess is a female outdoor runner, licenced guide runner and has 20 years of 
experience researching VI sport. Despite not having lived experience of being VI runners, our 
relational positionality (see Macbeth and Powis 2023a) provided an in-depth knowledge of the 
field that shaped our research design – including choice of methods and the interview guide – our 
interactions with participants and our analysis of the data. As we argue elsewhere, an impairment- 
based insider-outsider binary is flawed and other shared aspects of identity between researcher and 
participant should not be overlooked (Macbeth and Powis 2023a). This ongoing process of self- 
reflexivity is central to achieving the criterion of ‘sincerity’ in Tracy’s (2010) conceptualisation of 
quality qualitative research, a set of criteria which we have adopted for this article.

Participants and recruitment

This study’s sample was purposively recruited using social media. Jess created an accessible online 
participant information page, which we (the authors) and key stakeholders (e.g. British Blind Sport) 
shared on Twitter. We also used snowball sampling techniques – such as sharing our advert on 
relevant webpages (e.g. Metro Blind Sport) and community Facebook groups (e.g. RNIB Connect) – to 
reach a wider audience. Potential participants had to meet the following criteria: 1) be a resident in 
the United Kingdom (UK), 2) be aged 18 years or older, 3) have a visual impairment, 4) regularly 
participate in outdoor running. Eight VI participants (aged 31–64, six women and two men) took part 
in the study. The sample includes people with a range of visual impairments, some of whom use 
a long cane and/or a guide dog in their everyday lives. All participants are recreational runners who 
run in a variety of urban and rural environments. Furthermore, while eight of the participants usually 
run with a guide, four have experience of running independently. Table 1 provides further partici-
pant information, including personal descriptions of visual impairment.

Methods

Each participant took part in two semi-structured qualitative interviews. The first interviews 
occurred between July and October 2020 (ranging from 45 minutes to one hour 15 minutes in 
length) and the second interviews in April 2021 (ranging from 23 minutes to 40 minutes in 
length). All interviews were jointly conducted online using Microsoft Teams, recorded with the 
participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim using pseudonyms. Our two-to-one interview 
strategy (Monforte and Úbeda-Colomer 2021) provided a collaborative space to develop rapport 
with the participants and allow them to share their stories in a conversational way. Sensory 
experience featured as a key theme in our interview guide – which was also developed 
collaboratively – for the first round of interviews with a section of each conversation dedicated 
to analysing the VI runners’ multisensory practices. There were also impromptu sensorial discus-
sions in the second interviews that feature in our analysis. During the interviews, all eight 
participants demonstrated a high level of sensory articulation (Hammer 2019) when describing 
their running practices. Akin to the blind female participants in Hammer’s 2019 exploration of 
blindness, gender and the sensory body who ‘express a unique verbalization of their awareness 
of sensory experiences within gender performance’ (121), the VI runners’ skilful sensory articula-
tion emphasises the centrality of agency in VI perception.
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Our methodological approach reflects the potential sensoriality of the qualitative interview (Pink,  
2015). While her focus is on sensory ethnography, Sarah Pink’s (2015, 76) conception of interviews ‘as 
social, sensorial and affective encounters’ was instrumental in our asking about the senses. She 
explains how the interview is an intersubjective process between researcher and participant in which 
multisensorial experiences are constituted. Although the traditional sit-down interview may be 
deemed as too detached and disembodied, it can provide participants with a space to frame their 
experiences. The way in which people interpret and appropriate different sensory modalities and 
categories is vital in understanding the self (Pink 2015), especially in the context of this study and 
how participants define vision and the sense of sight. And while mobile methods – which have been 
successfully employed in running (e.g. Palmer 2016) and VI walking research (e.g. Bell and Bush 2021; 
Macpherson 2009a, 20009b; Petty 2021) – or sensory elicitation (see Powis's 2019 study with VI 
cricket players) may have actively or artificially evoked different responses, our semi-structured 
interview successfully elucidated rich and captivating accounts of sensory experience. 
Furthermore, due to the concentration required for VI running – whether with a guide or not – run- 
along methods may disrupt participants’ running practices and limit opportunities for in-depth 
conversations en route.

Analysis

We have analysed our data using an abductive approach. Abductive analysis (Brinkmann 2014; Earl 
Rinehart 2021; Tavory and Timermans 2014; Timmermans and Tavory 2012) ‘specifically aims at 
generating novel theoretical insights that reframe empirical findings in contrast to existing theories’ 
(Timmermans and Tavory 2012, 174). As Brinkmann (2014) argues, abduction is a third way of 
thinking about qualitative analysis which is neither data-driven (inductive) nor hypothesis-driven 
(deductive) but is a form of reasoning to be used in situations of uncertainty, particularly ‘when we 
need an understanding or explanation of something that happens’ (722). Because of the limited 
sensory knowledge of VI running, abductive analysis offered a creative way to continually move 
between our empirical evidence and a range of theoretical propositions. This strategy was also 
chosen as it provided the ‘rich rigour’, ‘credibility’ and ‘resonance’ required by Tracy (2010) to 
enhance the quality of our findings. While there is no standardised protocol for abductive analysis 
(Timmermans and Tavory 2012), an in-depth familiarity with a variety of existing theories and close 
attention to methodological design (Tavory and Timermans 2014) are central tenets of abduction. It 
is a recursive process ‘predicated on the researcher’s biography as well as on an affinity and 
familiarity with broader theoretical fields’ (Timmermans and Tavory 2012, 173) – which we explored 
in the positionality sub-section – and requires time for familiarisation and defamiliarisation with the 
data (Earl Rinehart 2021).

Ben, who conducted the analysis, initially read and re-read each transcript to familiarise himself 
with the data. He then coded each piece of text that was relevant to sensory experience using 
sensory specific codes: Seeing; Hearing; Smelling; Touching (Haptic); Multisensory. While the senses 
do not operate in isolation, it was useful to separately code participants’ descriptions of each mode 
prior to theme development. As Tavory and Timermans, 2014) recommend, Ben drew upon a range 
of multidisciplinary sensory theory to understand the data in as many ways as possible, including VI- 
specific approaches (such as Saerberg 2010; Schillmeier 2010) and running scholarship (such as 
Allen-Collinson and Hockey 2015). This element of abductive analysis allowed us to situate our 
findings in the context of existing research and identify any anomalies in our participants’ sensory 
practices. Ben’s initial analysis and potential theoretical framings were then discussed with Jess, who 
acted as a critical friend (Sparkes and Smith 2014). In the subsequent reengagement with data and 
theory (Timmermans and Tavory 2012), Ben identified the theoretical importance of the route in our 
participants’ experiences and across the VI and running literature. Our themes – Knowing the route; 
Navigating the route; and Pleasures of the route – foreground its significance and form the basis of 
this article’s results and discussion.
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Results and discussion

In our conceptualisation of running blind, it is the route that structures our participants’ rich sensory 
experiences. It is also a continual thread in the multi-disciplinary array of visually impaired (VI) and 
running scholarship that is at our disposal, some of which is central to this article. In fact, the 
theoretical diversity across these disciplines, including wider sensory and ecological approaches, 
provides a plethora of directions in which this discussion could go. While enskillment (Rana 2022), 
running taskscapes (Howe and Morris 2009) and sensory ecologies (Carter et al. 2022) all offer robust 
frameworks to theorise our runners’ being-in-the-world, we use sensory practices to capture this 
lived, socialised perceptual process.

Running blind requires an interweaving of different temporalities and spatialities: an ‘on the 
move’ sensory translation of pasts and futures in the present. And this is why the concept of sensory 
practice is pertinent. Each runner actively constructs an assemblage of sense-making strategies – 
which are multisensorial, purposeful and unique – to navigate the movement between memorised 
and sensed routes. Theoretically, this concept is located in the sociology of the senses and draws 
upon Schillmeier’s 2010 concept of blind practices. He suggests that we turn to the heterogenous 
practices of blind people to disrupt, question and alter the routines of visual practice. As we will now 
demonstrate, our participants’ ways of running blind provide a challenge to the sighted/blind and in/ 
dependent binaries that underpin this practice.

Knowing the route

For many runners, habitually traversing the same route time and time again is central to the 
experience of running. More than a series of points on a map, running routes are lived social places 
made meaningful through repeated cognitive and corporeal interactions with the physical environ-
ment (Allen-Collinson and Hockey 2015; Hockey 2006). As Baxter (2021, 141) argues ‘the relationship 
between running and place is two-way. The sites of running shape the meanings of the activity, but 
runners are also actively engaged in defining the meanings of the sites themselves’. In this context, 
the running route is a place-event which is sensorially lived, developed and refined over time and 
unique to each runner. Yet, for visually impaired (VI) runners, the route has additional significance:

I need to know the route because I need to know if the curb is out of line or pavement sticking up because I can’t 
see it underneath my eyes. So, I’ll be scanning to take in that information and store it. I know where tree trunks 
are starting to come out through the ground and stuff like that . . . I’m always very observant of everything in 
front of me; trying to map it out, you know. Are there any branches on the floor? Any potholes? People? Dogs? 
And I just try and map it all in my brain as I run and kind of have it running in my head . . . I could subconsciously 
tell you where every crack on the pavement is. (James)

Beyond a mere sense of familiarity, James, who is partially sighted and runs without a guide, 
articulates his intimate, multisensorial knowledge of the route and the structure that it provides 
during a run. In doing so, he illuminates a key feature of running blind: the embodied mapping 
process. Although a cognitive-come-corporeal map is not unique (Allen 2004), it is VI runners’ ‘on the 
move’ mobile perception which is unprecedented. Developing such knowledge is an active sense- 
making process: through complex multisensory interpretation of material environments and social 
situations, the route is embodied and experienced intuitively. This process typifies what Saerberg 
(2010) terms as a blind style of perception, in which ‘blind people create space via their own knowl-
edge, skills, and needs’ (378) in ways that disrupt the normalcy of sighted space. For James, learning 
the cracks and hazards en route allows him to anticipate the terrain outside his visual field and 
respond to unexpected obstacles. In contrast to previous research, in which VI peoples’ spatial 
agency in built environments – such as the home (Allen 2004), the city centre (Anvik 2009; Saerberg  
2010) and the supermarket (Schillmeier 2010) – is often disrupted when encountering movement, VI 
runners’ sensory knowledge is employed in fast-moving and unpredictable environments.
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Markedly, even for those who run with a guide, our participants’ mapping of the route demon-
strates high levels of sensory capital (Hammer 2019). Sarah, who describes herself as totally blind and 
runs regularly with the same guide, takes responsibility for planning her local running routes:

I’m in charge of mapping routes around here because I know all the pavements. I know my way around here, so 
I’ve built all the routes . . . At the end of the day, Faith (guide runner) drives most places; I’m the one who runs 
around here, walks around here and knows, like, where there are more cars on the pavement and stuff.

In this quote, Sarah dismantles the ocularnormative division between the guide and the guided, 
which is evident in existing VI running research. She makes an important distinction between her 
sensorially emplaced (Petty 2021) knowledge of the local area and her guide’s detached perspective: 
having sight does not equate with having knowledge. It is Sarah’s intimate, non-visual conception of 
the environment that underpins her agency, both in her ownership of the route and the freedom to 
modify on the run. As she explains, ‘I’m quite a bossy person, I guess . . . I do like that I can say “right, 
we’re going to add a bit extra because we didn’t go quite far enough, so I think we’ll go this way”.’ 
Sarah’s experience highlights how VI runners situationally encounter independence and depen-
dence (Hull 1990; Schillmeier 2010). Her independence is route-specific and requires the synchronis-
ing of memorised and sensed spaces (Schillmeier 2010) – i.e. Sarah’s memories of the route and the 
‘lived’ route in the present. When these perceived spaces are out of sync or the route is altered, her 
independence is disrupted and dependence on her guide runner increases. Therefore, any attempt 
to categorise VI runners using an independent/guided binary – or the term ‘guided running’ – fails to 
acknowledge how in/dependence in VI running is temporally and spatially contingent.

Our VI runners’ experiences of agency and freedom are most apparent on local routes refined 
over years of everyday sensory interaction, often beginning and ending at the runners’ front door. 
Learning to know an unfamiliar route – especially in a space without established landmarks – poses 
sensory and spatial demands that frequently require the support of a guide runner. However, even in 
new surroundings, VI runners’ independence is still evident. In our study, this is epitomised through 
Aisha’s captivating story of lockdown running. Like all VI runners, the COVID-19 pandemic shaped 
Aisha’s running practices in complex and varied ways (Macbeth and Powis 2023b): crucially, social 
distancing measures meant she was unable to run with her regular guides. So, she made the twenty- 
minute walk to her local park, put her long cane and belongings behind a tree and slowly mapped 
a route, which was initially five kilometres (km) and then extended to eight km. Unlike James and 
Sarah, who crafted their routes through sensorially emplaced local knowledge, Aisha started from 
scratch. During our interview, we ask how she learnt the route:

I think just by running there. Like I said, I’d get lost, or I use like certain markers, so if there’s a bin or there’s a hill 
or there’s a bump or something like that, I’ll use those kinds of markers to know. And then there’s a certain bit 
where there’s apparently like really loud crickets, but I thought it was some kind of machinery . . . so then when 
I hear that I know where I am. Or there’s a river, so the River [name] sort of runs along where I run, and so when 
I get to a certain point, I know where I am in the park. And I know that park like the back of my hand now . . . 
I used to say, ‘it’s all green to me, I don’t know where I am’. But actually, there’s loads of differences I’ve picked up 
now and I have learned.

Akin to VI cricket players who use auditory knowledge to structure a cricket field (Powis 2020), Aisha 
uses multisensorial markers to endow this open green space with emplaced meaning and an 
identity. Through repetition, including intermittent directions from fellow parkgoers and collisions 
with bollards, her unstructured runs slowly developed into a structured route that, in her words, 
became mapped in her head. Aisha’s quote also reveals innovative sense-making strategies when 
navigating the route – which we will discuss further in the next section.

As lockdown restrictions eased, Aisha then asked to her sister to help add an additional three km 
to her existing route. But they were unsuccessful: Aisha kept on getting lost and eventually replaced 
her sister’s route with something more ‘straightforward’. Here, she illustrates what she means by 
straightforward:
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It just seems like more of a straight line to me. Whereas I had to lookout for loads of different markers with her 
(sister). I had to make sure I passed a marker so when the floor changed, I had to be on this side of the verge and 
things like that. And then I had to listen out for the traffic coming from a certain road and stuff outside the park. 
Whereas where I go now, I don’t know if it actually is straight, but for me it just feels like I just go straight.

Fundamentally, Aisha’s distinction between the two routes epitomises what is means to be running 
blind. As she argues, ‘when people with vision describe things or think of things, it is totally different 
from a visually impaired person doing it’. Aisha illustrates the orientational differences between blind 
and sighted styles of perception (Saerberg 2010). Without a mutual and interchangeable standpoint, 
seemingly self-evident directions – such as straight ahead – hold no useful meaning. Instead of her 
sister’s ocularnormative guidance, it was Aisha’s non-visual conception of the route that was of 
significance. This is not a lesser form of knowledge or an inferior mode of movement: running blind is 
an alternative sensory practice that disrupts the ocularcentrism of sport and physical activity.

Navigating the route

As we’ve established, knowing the route is performative, habitual and spatially situated. Crucially, VI 
runners’ cognitive-corporeal maps are also temporal constructions that require multisensorial navi-
gation. For Jane, one of our participants, she describes this process as tuning in:

People say, ‘Oh your smell becomes better, your hearing becomes better’. I don’t think it does, I just think you 
tune into it a little bit more. I think it takes a little while to get used to how to tune into it. And there have been 
times where I’ve bumped into things and fallen over stumps because I hadn’t quite tuned into that yet, but once 
you kind of settle into it, it just becomes more of a natural thing.

In articulating her sensory attunement (Bell 2019; Ingold 2000; Jackman et al. 2023), Jane refutes the 
myth of compensatory powers and supersensory perception (Kleege 1999). Instead, she highlights 
the work required in developing alternative ways of tuning in (Bell 2019) which, like the route itself, 
become instinctual. Later in our interview, Jane encapsulates what it means to be tuned in:

I feel it in in my feet. So, from tarmac to gravel, I can feel the difference. Obviously, when it’s muddy and it’s quite 
slippy, that’s a different sort of smoother slippy kind of sensation. I knew where I was when I was road running 
with the running club because of the cambers on the driveways, knowing if lamp posts, like if I have to squeeze 
in, ‘oh we’re at that lamp post’. Hearing trees along the way, there were woods that we would run past, so I’d 
hear the trees and smell the leaves and the conkers and things like that. A mixture of, I would say, feeling it with 
my feet and hearing, smelling, I can tell where we are.

Jane’s non-visual navigation of the route raises two key theoretical points. Firstly, like many of the VI 
runners interviewed, her sensory practices are grounded in what Tim Ingold (2000, 274) terms ‘the 
multimodal feeling-hearing of the blind, which is neither touch, echo nor motion but a blending of 
all of these’. While sound – including aural instructions from a guide runner – provides fixed (e.g. the 
sound of a water fountain) and fluid (e.g. a dog’s bark) sensory markers, it is the haptic connection to 
the route’s terrain which makes these markers meaningful. This is equivalent to the visual-haptic 
interactional experiences of non-VI runners (Allen-Collinson and Hockey 2015), although the inter-
mittency of the auditory world (Rodaway 1994) elevates the significance of the haptic for VI runners.

Secondly, touch is best understood as a form of haptic knowledge (Paterson 2009; Rodaway  
1994), which also includes kinaesthesia, proprioception and the vestibular system. Our VI runners’ 
haptic practices are wide-ranging and demonstrate that understandings of blind touch must go 
beyond the hands (Macpherson 2009a). As Jane reveals, her evaluation of the route is through the 
feet – an element of perception which, as discussed earlier, also underpins the mapping process. For 
VI people, touch through the feet can result in an ‘in the moment’ absorption that enables the safe 
navigation of the terrain and, for those with visual memories, a form of visualisation and distal 
knowledge (Macpherson 2009a). This runners’ ‘footwork’ (Allen-Collinson and Hockey 2011; Hockey  
2006) is integral to VI and non-VI running but takes on additional meaning in the potential absence 
of visual perception. Equally, the embodied feel of the route provides a sense of orientation, as James 
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describes: ‘this might sound weird, but with the route I was doing, I know the exact sort of mileage, 
kilometres and sort of the way you feel in terms of how knackered you are. You pretty much know 
where you are’. By including internally felt senses as part of a wider haptic system (Paterson 2009), 
we begin to comprehend the diverse ways in which VI runners feel the route.

For some of our participants, the route is also usually navigated intercorporeally with a guide. Like 
above, guide runners provide a mixture of auditory and haptic feedback while en route, often 
depending upon the VI runners’ preferences. This interactional ‘togethering’ (Hall, Allen-Collinson, 
and Jackman 2023) is haptically varied because of how VI runners choose to run with a guide (e.g. 
using a tether or Ramble Tag,1 holding the guide’s arm, running alongside a guide). For example, 
Laura rejects the use of a traditional tether:

I don’t know how people do it . . . because they’re quite loose, they’re quite slack, you don’t get that much 
feedback. It’s like you’re just running on your own into the unknown. Whereas when you’re holding someone’s 
arm, even if they forget to tell you something like ‘left’ or ‘right’ or ‘you’re going down a step’, it doesn’t matter 
‘cause you can feel it anyway.

For Laura, the tether does not provide a close haptic connection or the ‘comfort blanket’ that one 
guide in Hall et al’.s (2023, 95) study described. For others, including Jane and Monica, the haptic 
feedback through a tether is preferable, but more than a comfort blanket. As Hiemstra and Rana 
(2023, 11) assert, the tether becomes an extension of the body and ‘an inherent part of the ensemble 
that shares a sensorium’. Regardless of how a VI runner chooses to run with a guide, haptic 
connection is not just about passive reassurance: VI runners are actively and strategically utilising 
this feedback within their perception.

Finally, while running blind may imply an absence of sight, visual perception is fundamental to 
many VI runners’ sensory practices. In contrast to the non-visual notion of blind practices (Schillmeier  
2010) and blind style of perception (Saerberg 2010), our participants employ their useable sight in 
varied sense-making ways. When asked how she navigates her local park, Monica explains:

It’s actually my sight, believe it or not, because there are some really clear landmarks. So, like, for example, there’s 
two underpasses, there’s a playground that has like markings that are quite high contrast. There are quite a few 
of those gates or bridges that you have to run past either side, so there’s quite a few really clear landmarks.

She engages with high contrast landmarks, such as a playground, to orientate herself en route. 
Contrasts in light are also important, such as movement from light to dark when running through an 
underpass or along a tree-lined path, which is also identified by Aisha, James and Simon in their 
interviews. Furthermore, they all highlight how extremes in outdoor conditions, such as glare or low 
light, can render their sight unusable. Indeed, like the VI walkers in Karis Petty’s ethnographic 
research, our participants’ ‘“seeing”, “looking”, and “blindness” were intermittent and experienced 
mutually – even purposefully – in order to see’ (2021, 292). Significantly, just like blindness, sighted-
ness is not neutral state, which sighted people often presume, and there are varied ways of seeing 
(Hammer 2019). When discussing his preference for running alone, James reinforces this point:

It’s alright running with someone, but they need to run with me rather than me run with them, if that makes 
sense. So, it’s kind of like, ‘this is what I’m gonna do, do you want to come along?’ rather than ‘let’s go for a run 
and just tell me if something is coming up’ because – and no disrespect to people – it is quite a challenge to 
understand maybe what someone’s not seeing and to be aware of how they might not see it.

The VI runners’ heterogenous visual experiences – from Claire and Sarah’s ‘total’ blindness to James’ 
reliance on central vision when scanning the route – challenges us to reconsider assumptions about 
vision and what constitutes the visual (Petty 2021). In moving beyond a sighted/blind binary, 
running blind disrupts both the fiction of being fully sighted (Macpherson 2009b) and existing 
ocularnormative conceptions of runners’ vision (Allen-Collinson and Hockey 2015; Smith 2019).
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Pleasures of the routes

So far, our exploration of VI runners’ sensory practices has focused upon the perceptual routines and 
strategies that underpin the act of running. In this final section, we are broadening this discussion to 
illuminate the sensorial pleasures of running blind. Sensory attunement, which Jane described 
earlier, is not just a practical tool for navigation: it is a way of connecting with emplaced joys of 
the route (Jackman et al. 2023). This mode of ‘tuning in’ often requires a shift from achievement- 
centred pleasures – measured in time and/or distance – to ‘the aesthetic, sensate, affectual and 
subjective feelings of running’ (Caudwell 2015, 107). For VI runners, as Jane explains, sight loss or 
degeneration can also prompt a comparable shift:

I think when I could see it was probably more about getting round as fast as I could. I don’t know, maybe it’s just 
because you don’t necessarily appreciate the things that you are seeing until you can’t necessarily see them.

This is not to say VI runners do not seek pleasure through achievement – most of our 
participants run in organised events (see Table 1) and are motivated by success and accom-
plishment – but that running blind can stimulate a multisensorial reappraisal of what it means 
to experience the route. Now, Jane actively searches for sensory pleasures when running, like 
a ‘pop of colour’ in the flowerbeds, which admittedly, ‘may have been an old plastic toy that 
had been left in the park’. From her perspective, it is the idea of the flower, not necessarily the 
flower itself, that brings pleasure.

In a non-VI context, the embodied pleasures of running (see Caudwell 2015; Jackman et al. 2023), 
while presented as multisensory, are often ocularcentric. For example, the pleasures of scenic views, 
quiet spaces – like the countryside – and the spontaneous exploration of open space all rely upon 
visual perception. These experiences are also portrayed as an escape from urban and regulated 
running practices, particularly the parameters of pre-set running routes (Caudwell 2015). However, 
Laura interprets running pleasures very differently:

I know some people don’t like the traffic sounds, but like I go mad if we run . . . we did one run once in the 
countryside and I just couldn’t stand it because there’s no noise around me. I like that bit of noise because it does 
orientate you . . . Also, it just entertains my brain a bit, hearing different sounds because it’s not as though you 
can look at the scenery, you know, like other people can. So, I quite like having a lot of noise around me, yeah.

For Laura, the urban soundscapes provides both pleasure and orientation, whereas the purported 
pleasures of the countryside, including natural soundscapes, were unsettling. Running pleasures are 
not universal: what is and is not considered pleasurable is based on ableist, ocularcentric and taken- 
for-granted assumptions. Equally, we should also question the ‘value’ placed on different sensory 
pleasures. Narrow ideologies of the picturesque and the sublime need to be re-thought in a more- 
than visual way (Bell 2019). In our study, this was most evident in our participants’ discussions of 
running by the sea:

It felt really freeing. I’ve always loved running by the sea . . . It’s the fresh air and it’s, I don’t know, I think people 
are just a lot happier by the sea. I don’t know what it is, but it’s just a completely different experience. (Monica)

You get outside and you can feel like the fresh air on my face. Or the rain, I love the rain. We ran towards the 
beach, I could listen to the sea, or listen to the swans, or, you know, whatever kind of noises were around. . .And, 
like, even the different smells outside. When it’s raining you get that lovely kind of smell and then you’ve got the 
beach smell. (Laura)

More so than any other setting, the auditory, olfactory and haptic pleasures of seaside routes – as 
Monica and Laura highlight – offer a sensory immersion beyond the visual. Notably, the elements – 
including the fresh air and the rain – amplified our participants’ embodied connection to the route 
and their experience of the world (Bell, Leyshon, and Phoenix 2019). For Sarah, her thoughts are 
clear: ‘What do I love about running? I love running in the rain’. John Hull (1990, 100) eloquently 
describes the significance of rain in Touching the Rock: ‘My body and the rain intermingle, and 
become one audio-tactile, three-dimensional universe, within which and throughout the whole of 
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which lies my awareness’. Whether on a dramatic seaside route or a mundane run around the block, 
the rain can bring pleasure and perceptual purpose for VI runners. Often dismissed as a nuisance, this 
element greatly enhances our participants’ sensory practices.

During our interviews, participants also shared routes of sensorial significance. Jane recounted 
her experience of running at the Eden Project in Cornwall, England:

You practically run down and then all the way back up the side of the quarry and you do it kind of three or four 
times, I think. So, it’s fairly hilly, but the fact that you run through the landscaped gardens outside, they’ve got 
lavender, they’ve got curry plants, roses, they’ve got all the herbs. Literally, it is a wall of smell. But at different 
spots and at different points during the run, you get different smells. And the sound of the grasses, are just, I just 
love the sound of the grass blowing in the wind. So, sensory wise, that one is just, I mean, it’s incredible, 
absolutely incredible.

As throughout this article, Jane’s sensory articulation (Hammer 2019) is captivating and evokes the 
pleasures of this route. In particular, her running smellscape (see Hockey 2006) – which is a neglected 
aspect of outdoor running – details the richness of a non-visual conception of the landscape. The 
olfactory is rarely discussed as route-defining but, here, Jane establishes an alternative viewpoint. 
Notably, like Laura’s experiences of urban running and our discussion of the elements, these multi-
sensory pleasures are also practical: each smell and sound are mapped to support her navigation of 
the route. For VI runners, even pre-set, regular routes are not constrictive and pleasure-inhibiting 
(Caudwell 2015); instead, they offer a creative and empowering way of bringing meaning to the 
pleasures of running.

Conclusion

Let’s return to our opening question: what does it mean to be running blind? While the ocularnor-
mative idiom suggests doing something based on guesswork, without a plan or pre-existing knowl-
edge, our notion of running blind offers a contrasting perspective. For VI runners, knowing, 
navigating and finding pleasure in the route are active and purposeful endeavours. Their rich, 
creative and diverse sensory practices, which are unique to each runner, provide the tools for agency 
and freedom en route – both with and without a guide runner. Unlike existing qualitative studies, in 
which VI runners’ experiences are confined to a partnership, our research reframes how VI people 
participate in sport and physical activity. Markedly, it is our engagement with non-sporting VI 
scholarship and the sociology of the senses which underpins this article’s qualitative significance. 
Firstly, by foregrounding a sociocultural framing of VI perception, we demonstrate the value of 
theorising beyond sport. In our abductive analysis, it is the compelling accounts of VI authors and 
their everyday sensory practices that give our participants’ rich experiences most meaning. The ‘on 
the move’ sensory translation of past, present and future, which our participants articulate, is 
a distinctly VI practice that exhibits unique ways of outdoor running. Secondly, in critiquing the 
sighted/blind and in/dependent binaries that are central to current VI running literature, we posit 
a fundamental shift in how these concepts should be understood. Rather than neutral, fixed 
categories, they are temporally, spatially and socially contingent. We encourage academics to 
question taken-for-granted notions of sight and independence from the outset of any qualitative 
study, especially in the context of VI sport and physical activity. Finally, as the field of sporting 
sensuous scholarship grows, our sociological analysis of the senses establishes that there are 
alternative, non-phenomenological ways of producing rich lived qualitative research.

In order to build upon our key findings and continue the valorisation of VI voices, further 
qualitative innovation is required. While we have established the value of sensorial interviews, future 
investigations should employ novel approaches to eliciting VI runners’ sensory articulations. For 
example, the development of a VI-accessible run-along method, which captures runners’ on-the- 
move sensory experience, could provide fascinating lived insights. More broadly, a life histories 
approach to better understand how, when and why VI people are socialised into (and out of) running 
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is warranted. This work should seek to understand how an individual’s biography, including sight 
condition, family, educational and sporting background, shape VI running experiences. While we 
acknowledge there are more avenues for future research, what we have proposed here is of 
significant value to key stakeholders striving to meet the sport and physical activity needs and 
preferences of VI people. Having demonstrated the importance of listening to and learning from VI 
runners, we now encourage researchers and practitioners to continue this exploration and further 
advance our qualitative understanding of what it means to be running blind.

Note

1. Ramble Tag is a lightweight harness which is worn on the upper arm or wrist of a guide and offers a contactless 
way of guiding.
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