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ABSTRACT

Audio description (AD) has seen rapid development internationally, including in China. AD principles
have long focused on objectivity, and thus have yet to fully address the difficulties of audio describing
humorous content, as the objective principle may conflict with comedy’s main goal of generating affective
responses. This article reflects on an exploratory study practising a creative, collaborative AD approach
to prioritise the comedic value of the material. Following the action research approach, the first author,
as the audio describer, worked with three external comedy creators and two persons with visual
impairments to co-produce AD for a comedy fragment from Never Say Die (dir. Yang Song & Chiyu
Zhang, 2017). Some creative approaches with which we experimented have considerable potential to
give the AD its own humorous verbal charge, but in other cases, proposed creative solutions were
rejected or replaced by a more objective approach. This suggests that, rather than moving away from
an objective approach, comedy-first AD may expect to balance creativity and objectivity. Our small co-
creation project underlines the importance of engaging with creatives as well as users with different sight
conditions to create AD for comedy, and highlights the issue of power relations within multidisciplinary
AD teams.
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1. Introduction

As an accessibility service, audio description (AD) refers to the “description of visual
information delivered via an audio channel’ (Salway, 2007, p. 151). It has been
commonly accepted as a type of translation, semiotically speaking (e.g., Diaz Cintas,
2005, p. 4). It can help people with visual impairments to enjoy audiovisual media. With
a large community of 16.91 million individuals with visual impairments, as estimated
by the Accessibility Research Association (n.d.), China' has witnessed rapid
developments in AD, enabling target users to better enjoy audiovisual media (Ye & Jie,
2023). Comedy is an important genre in China, as elsewhere. Of the ten highest-
grossing films in the Chinese film market in 2024 (Liu, 2025, p. 16), the top five were
all comedies. A survey investigating Chinese users’ experiences with AD also shows
that comedy is the genre the respondents feel most interested in (Tor-Carroggio, 2020,
p. 81).

While comedy is a capstone genre in media creation and consumption, humour
presents significant challenges for audio describing due to its clash with an established
rule in AD production, namely objectivity. As Soler Gallego and Luque Colmenero
(2023, p. 59) put it, objectivity in the AD field refers to “describing what can be seen
without interpreting it.” In their study of AD guidelines from France, Germany, Greece,
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Spain, the UK and the US, Rai et al. (2010) show that these established AD guidelines
generally follow the objective principle. To date, China lacks unified AD guidelines, and
different AD groups have their own in-house principles. While some leading groups in
China regard objectivity as a characteristic of quality AD, according to Tor-Carroggio
(2020), another study has found that Chinese AD is more subjective in practice than
corresponding Spanish versions (Liu et al., 2022).

Previous work on the AD of humour mostly focuses on whether or not source humour
is retained, and shows that many instances of humour are omitted in AD, probably due
to time constraints (Martinez-Sierra, 2009, 2010). Research in recent years has started
more specifically to examine the ways in which humour is audio-described. Spanish
AD in Lépez Rubio’s (2024, p. 331) corpus of three comedies is mostly based on
objective principles, which may allow users to perceive that the content is humorous,
but do not contribute to the humorous effect directly. Chinese AD for five comedy films
in Ye’s (2025) corpus is also dominated by the objective rule and emphasises narration
over entertainment. Discussions on the r/Blind subreddit about the AD of humour (e.g.,
[deleted], 2024; theOriginalBlueNinja, 2024) suggest that an objective style cannot
always satisfy AD users’ expectation for humour enjoyment. Some users on these
threads advocated for a more comedy-first AD style. Therefore, the first author decided
to experiment with creative AD specifically for humour phenomena. ‘Creative AD’ or
‘creativity’ in the context of AD is by no means a new concept and can refer to different
types of interventions (see section 2: e.g., Walczak & Fryer, 2017; Luque Colmenero
& Soler Gallego, 2020). In this study, creative AD can be understood as making AD
funny in its own verbal right, rather than following an ocular-centric idea and trying hard
to duplicate the source visual humour. Notably, creative AD does not involve reducing
the information load of the AD in favour of comic content; instead, it seeks to describe
narrative clues more vividly and funnily, facilitating the audience’s humorous
experience above and beyond comprehension.

To better practise creative AD, we propose that a collaborative mode would be
beneficial. Focusing on the conveyance of humorous effect in audiovisual translation,
Mateo and Zabalbeascoa (2019, p. 141) highlight that the translator “must have a
sense of humour, or substitutory skills to recognise and produce humour.” When the
creative AD pivots to put greater emphasis on comic impact, this will make demands
on the comic skills of the AD creators. Based on Tor-Carroggio’s (2020, pp. 55-58)
survey, most Chinese audio describers are volunteers and do not receive systematic
training in AD or in a particular media field. More recently, Liu et al.’s survey (2025)
shows that Chinese AD provision remains volunteer-driven, though most respondents
have received some training. Liu et al. admit that these results may be impacted by
sample bias since the respondents are mostly younger age groups from the Beijing
area, possibly participating in university-led initiatives. Nevertheless, it is clear that
there are training constraints among Chinese audio describers, and they are less likely
to possess specialised expertise in humour creation. To compensate for this, a
collaborative, ‘user-centred’ approach in media accessibility can be used. This
approach highlights that all relevant agents should engage in the creation of
accessibility services to address common gaps (Greco, 2018, p. 206). This user-
centred approach has led to the flourishing of a collaborative working mode in the AD
field (e.g., Patiniotaki, 2022; Wang, 2024), incorporating different insights and
expertise for quality products and a friendly, artistic user experience.
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An exploratory study was conducted to practise a creative and collaborative AD
approach for conveying humour. In 2024, 12, as the researcher and audio describer,
brought together an AD co-creation team consisting of two persons with visual
impairments and three student comedy creators. Over a period of 40 days, the team
worked together to co-create AD for an eleven-minute fragment from Never Say Die
(FZFZHIEEZ, Xiuxiu de Tiequan) (dir. Yang Song & Chiyu Zhang, 2017), a popular
Chinese comedy film publicly available online. During the co-creation process, | took
notes as a self-reflection, focusing on the AD product. After the process, the co-
creators also reflected on the collaboration process through a focus group. Section 2
of this article reviews relevant scholarly work. Section 3 introduces the study and
situates it as a piece of action research. Sections 4 and 5 discuss key insights about
creative AD and collaboration which emerged from our study. Section 6 makes some
final remarks and suggests future directions for research.

2. Literature review

This section reviews previous creative interventions in the field of AD and the
complexities involved in audio describing humour. It then reflects on prior work on co-
creation with AD users or creative teams, before introducing Greco’s collaborative,
user-centred approach and the action research framework, within which this
exploratory study falls.

2.1. Creativity in AD

While objectivity is the norm in AD, its dominance has long been challenged. The
ADLAB Guidelines (Remael et al., 2015) state that AD is based on the interpretation
of audio describers, and a balance between subijectivity (personal interpretation) and
objectivity should be achieved. Schaeffer-Lacroix et al. (2023, p. 2) argue that “a strict
application of the objectivity rule might lead to factual and too technical descriptions
[...] that prioritise comprehension over engagement.” Alternative AD approaches have
emerged, which depart from the orthodox objective AD. Fels et al. (2006b) invited the
original creative team of the animated comedy Odd Job Jack to create a first-person
AD style. A follow-up reception study (Fels et al., 2006a) shows that this innovative AD
style is more engaging and entertaining than the conventional third-person, objective
version. Walczak and Fryer (2017) develop ‘creative description’ to include film
terminology and subjective descriptions of the characters, their actions, and scenes
crucial to the plot, promoting a stronger sense of presence. A metaphorical AD style is
adopted by Luque Colmenero and Soler Gallego (2020) to design guided tours for art
museums, where they use metaphors for both representational and abstract art to
create subjective connections. Such creative interventions pursue “an artistic,
imaginative or creative contribution to the audiovisual text that can elicit a new
audience experience” (Romero-Fresco & Chaume, 2022, p. 77). These previous
experiments were a source of inspiration for the creative AD in this project, which seeks
to exploit opportunities to bring to the fore the comedic dimension of the source
material.

The account above should not be taken as presenting comic AD in a simplistic, binary
relationship with the objective approach. This relationship is complicated by a number
of factors. Martinez-Sierra (2009) proposes that AD should provide contextual
information to ensure the process of inference and humour production, but
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acknowledges that time constraints may be an obstacle. His case study of | want
Candy shows that, due to the lack of time, two-fifths of visual humorous elements are
omitted in its English AD version (Martinez-Sierra, 2010). But this calculation may over-
state the loss of humour in AD. More recently, Martinez-Sierra (2020) has argued that
in a multimodal context, missing certain visual elements may not severely impact the
overall experience, as other elements can compensate. This view is supported by Helal
Birjandi et al.’s (2025) recent analysis of the Persian AD for three dialogue-free
animated features. Two reception studies (Martinez-Sierra, 2021; Lépez Rubio, 2024)
designed to evaluate the effectiveness of audio-described humour found that sighted
viewers and viewers with visual impairments rate their experience of the comedies
similarly, even if their ratings are based on different multimodal combinations of
meaning-making resources. Based on the above, the AD of humour is part of a
complex multimodal negotiation and may not be dependent on a single AD approach.

2.2. AD co-creation

A co-creative working mode has been adopted in several studies involving people with
visual impairments, thus empowering them in the AD field. Based on what she terms
‘participatory accessibility,” Di Giovanni (2018) reports on an AD co-creation with blind,
partially sighted, and non-blind children for an opera event. She found that children
with visual impairments are more active in collaboration and contribute through multiple
senses (p. 167). Hirvonen et al. (2023, p. 26) highlight ‘user as maker’ in AD co-
creation. Observing team AD practices for nine productions for films or TV, they found
that blind user representatives went beyond providing feedback to actively participate
in solving AD problems and making final decisions (p. 44). Embracing the concept of
‘Blindness Gain,” Eardley et al. (2024) challenge the ocular-centric opinion that
museum AD needs to be created by sighted professionals. They developed the
Workshop for Inclusive Co-created Audio Description model to engage blind, partially
blind, and sighted individuals for their different ways of understanding and experiencing
museum collections.

Another approach is to co-create AD with the original creative teams behind the content,
ensuring the AD serves as a creative extension of the original show. Udo and Fels
(2009) led an AD co-creation involving the directors and audio describers for a Toronto
production of Hamlet. According to them, the engagement of the creative team makes
the AD cater more to the feel of the scene. Fryer (2018) advocates for the ‘Integrated
AD Approach,” which includes AD provision in the creative process and requires
collaboration with the artistic team. Working with blind or partially blind actors from
Unscene Suffolk, Fryer found that the AD they created was more creative and less
neutral. Patiniotaki (2022) also employed this integrated AD approach when producing
AD for the contemporary dance performance A Clear Midnight. Working with nine
dancers, the choreographer and the dramaturgy consultant, a creative AD version was
generated featuring “extremely expressive, yet informative vocabulary and
expressions” (p. 155).

Greco (2018) introduces a collaborative, user-centred approach to fill the maker-
expert-user gap. According to his approach, the design process should be a co-
construction where all relevant agents contribute in an equal manner. Drawing on this
framework, Wang (2024) established a collaborative team to co-create a voice-driven
interactive smart guide for museum accessibility. The team consisted of three
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functional roles: blind and partially sighted visitors, audio descriptive guide, and internal
stakeholders (e.g., museum management, smart guide editor). The final product was
effective in improving the experience of visitors with visual impairments, supporting
museum management and reducing unnecessary investment. This project also follows
Greco’s triangular model (Figure 1), involving comedy creators, users with visual
impairments, and an AD volunteer in the co-production process.

FILMMAKER

MEDIA
ACCESSIBILITY

MA PROFESSIONAL VIEWER
Figure 1. Greco’s triangular model, adapted by Branson (2018) (Romero-Fresco, 2019, p. 5).

2.3. Action research approach

This research falls under the heading of action research, which is “a democratic
process concerned with developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile
human purposes” (Reason & Bradbury, 2006, p. 1). Kurt Lewin (1946, p. 38) describes
this approach as a cyclical process involving “planning, action, and fact-finding about
the result of the action.” Planning starts with examining the general idea carefully;
action is about executing the overall plan; fact-finding mainly serves as the evaluation
of action. Kemmis and McTaggart (1982, p. 8) develop this sequence of steps into the
self-reflective circle of ‘plan-action-observe-reflect,” identifying ‘observe’ as a separate
activity followed by reflecting on the purpose of the plan and the consequences of the
action. This circle is in fact a spiral, and, in reality, the process can be more flexible,
with stages overlapping.

Lewin (1946, p. 46) believes that action research can be a remedy to address
discrimination faced by minority groups and facilitate “independence, equality, and
cooperation.” Action research has been used in disability-related studies (e.g.,
Bessaha et al., 2020; Reviers & Hanoulle, 2023). It has also been invoked in
audiovisual translation studies. According to Bogucki (2013, p. 115), “the routes of
theoreticians and practitioners exploring the nature of translation tend to fork too often,”
and action research can bridge such a gap by addressing practical problems. Di
Giovanni (2018) steeps her participatory accessibility project in the action research
framework, developing materials use and workflow plans, inviting blind, partially
sighted, and non-blind children to take part in AD creation, observing the collaboration
process, and collecting reflections for further steps, an approach that the present study
emulates.

3. Project outline

This study took place within the UKRI-AHRC International Placement Scheme (IPS)
from October to December 2024. It was hosted by the Shanghai Theatre Academy
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(STA), a prestigious cultural institution in China, which plays a leading role in Chinese
visual and performing arts and in training creatives. The main phases of this project
are in Figure 2 below.

Action & Observation
a 31 Oct—09 Dec 2024 4
* Working material \ ) » Focus group
selection _ « Review of
« AD co-creation * AD co-creation researcher's notes,
team establishment (multiple activities) focus group
* Researcher's note- transcript and
taking (focusing on finalised AD
( ) the AD product) ' )
\ ‘ Planning _ Reflection
‘ 08-31 Oct 2024 09-31 Dec 2024

Figure 2. Phases of the study.

The first phase involves material selection and team establishment. We initially
expected to approach a comedy filmmaking team from STA or beyond, so that we
could request working material from them for AD practice, and invite them to co-create
the AD. However, applying for materials use turned out to involve complicated
administrative procedures and copyright problems, which could not be achieved within
the three-month project period. In the end, we decided to use an eleven-minute
segment (00:45:33—-00:57:10) from a Chinese comedy film, Never Say Die, which is
publicly available online. In this film, the male and female protagonists swap bodies
accidentally. In our chosen segment, the two body-swapped characters learn boxing
in a remote martial arts school. This material suits the project as it is a broad popular
comedy (the second most popular domestic film at the 2017 Chinese box office) and
contains extensive visual humour elements, many of which are presented without
dialogue, thus requiring AD.

The next step was to establish a co-creation team. Drawing on Greco’s (2018) user-
centred approach and similar studies (e.g., Wang, 2024), the team needed to consist
of three roles: 1) the audio describer, 2) comedy artists, and 3) user representatives
with visual impairments. All the roles were ‘co-creators,” and they should fully engage
in the whole process of producing the AD. Given my hands-on experience and
knowledge, | took the role of the audio describer. Since approaching the original
creative team behind this big-budget film would have involved additional uncertainties
and complexities, we opted to invite external creative artists. Via my Shanghai Theatre
Academy advisors’ networks, | contacted STA’'s Ju Guang Drama Caring Public
Welfare Service Team, which has pioneered audio-described theatre performances in
China in collaboration with accessibility groups. Three student comedy artists from Ju
Guang joined the project, and they all had practical expertise in comedy creation.
Through personal contacts, two user representatives with acquired blindness also
joined our team, one of whom had congenital low vision prior to becoming blind. They
are passionate about promoting Chinese AD development and have created many
ADs. The profiles of team members are shown in Table 1, in an order based on their
roles and alphabetical order of surnames:
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Roles Name/Pseudonym | Gender | Age Sight condition
Audio describer | [Zi Ye] [Female] | [18-30] | [Sighted]
Comedy Jinglan Su Female 18-30 [Sighted]
creators Yingyi Tang Female 18-30 [Sighted]

Xiaogi Yu Female 18-30 [Sighted]
User Qinghan Qi Male 18-30 Blind, Acquired
representatives | (Pseudonym) (congenital low

vision)
Junyi Zhu Male 3140 Blind, Acquired

Table 1. Profiles of the co-creation team.

The action phase to co-create the AD lasted from 31 October to 9 December 2024.
After understanding the concept and working direction of creative AD, co-creators were
not required to follow specific AD guidelines, but were allowed more flexibility for
creative solutions. The main collaboration activities during the action phase are in
Table 2, together with corresponding objectives, locations and dates. For each part of
our AD script, |, as the audio describer, also voiced it and generated corresponding
audio files through Movavi Video Editor software. For reasons of copyright, the
generated audio files were used only within the team to facilitate the co-creation
process. The final AD script can be found in the Appendix.

Activities Objectives Locations | Dates
Communication e Familiarisation with the Wechat Flexible
through WeChat project and the source group (31 Oct—04
group comedy fragment Nov 2024)

(The fragment was divided

into three events)
An online » |cebreaking Wechat 5 Nov 2024
session e Discussion on creative AD group

and working flow

e Source fragment analysis

Frequent e Co-creation of AD for event 1 | Wechat Flexible
communication (Analysis of AD problems, group (06—-14 Nov
through WeChat initial AD draft by the audio /Flexible 2024)
group/in-person describer, rounds of
meeting discussion and revisions)
An in-person e A focused working period STA 24 Nov
workshop and the establishment of campus 2024

mutual trust

e Co-creation for events 2 & 3

Frequent ¢ Continued co-creation for Wechat Flexible
communication event 2 & 3; group (28 Nov-09
through WeChat o Further revision for event 1 | /[Flexible Dec 2024)

group/in-person
meeting

¢ [ntegration and finalisation of
the AD product

Table 2. Main co-creation activities.
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During the project, one co-creator shared a link to an existing AD version of this
fragment created by another AD group. To avoid influencing our creative process, |
asked the team not to consult this version.

The process of making AD decisions was observed and included in the researcher’s
notes, with my reflections. Other co-creators also reflected on the collaborative process
through an online focus group, which | moderated. The 90-minute focus group took
place on Zoom on 12 December 2024 and was audio recorded.

| took a dual researcher-practitioner role throughout the project, adopting an “insider
perspective” (Reviers & Hanoulle, 2023, p. 102). Methodological challenges of this kind
of research may include difficulties in distinguishing the researcher's subjective
experience from the object of the study (Marinetti & Rose, 2013, p. 170) or lack of
naturalness of data (Hirvonen et al., 2023, p. 31). During the co-creation process, |
alternated between roles: organising activities as the investigator, while joining in
activities as the audio describer. To mitigate methodological challenges, decisions
could only be made through team discussion and agreement by all co-creators. In my
notes, | also reflected on different opinions about specific problems, and on how the
final AD product was shaped, with or without my intervention. For the focus group, |
only worked as the moderator, refraining from expressing any opinions. Nevertheless,
the findings of this project can only be interpreted within the specific context of these
interactions, constraints, and relationships.

After compiling the researcher’s notes and the focus group transcript, the first author
analysed the data inductively, drawing where necessary on quotations from the final
AD product. The researcher’s notes mainly cover the evolution of the AD script from
draft to final version as well as the researcher’s reflections about the co-creation
process. The focus group transcript contains co-creators’ reflections on the
collaboration process. Free text coding was conducted to identify a range of themes,
which we do not have space to discuss in full here. The key insights are discussed in
sections 4 and 5 respectively.

4. Creative interventions for comic effect

Three approaches to comic impact in AD emerge from the data: verbalising original
humour mechanisms, adding new verbal humour cues, and avoiding stereotypes and
sensitive expressions. The first approach occurs 17 times in the researcher’s notes,
reflecting 16 uses in the final AD script. The other two approaches are less frequent,
occurring five times each in the final AD script, but we argue that the two are still
significant and worthy of being independent categories, as they offer new perspectives
which can enrich our understanding of the functioning of AD in relation to humour.

4.1. Verbalising original humour mechanisms
Visual humour is structured through various icons, signs, and symbols which cannot
be retained in AD. However, the mechanisms underlying visual humour, such as twist

and incongruity, are not restricted to visual repertoires and can be represented in AD
through language resources.
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For example, in Never Say Die, the male boxer Disheng Ai and the female journalist
Xiao Ma swap bodies in a freak lightning incident. In a later scene, Disheng gets too
drunk to hide that ‘he’ is really Xiao and lies seductively on the stone steps, a behaviour
more commonly associated with females in the Chinese cultural context. Such a
gender swap leads to an incongruity between the character’'s male identity and the
stereotypically feminine behaviour, deviating from conventional gender norms and
creating comedic value. Martinez-Sierra (2020, p. 189) highlights that being denied
access to visual features of a joke does not necessarily result in a diminished overall
humour experience, but in this example, the incongruity is primarily visual and the loss
of these elements may significantly reduce the effectiveness of the underlying humour
mechanism. Based on the co-creation team’s analysis, this incongruity should be
verbalised in the AD to activate the comedic effect.

To show the feminine characteristics of this action, | used an adverb Z#f 4§ /4
‘seductively’ in the initial draft, but it did not satisfy the co-creators. User
representatives felt it was not clear exactly how Disheng was being ‘seductive.” As
pointed out by Reviers et al. (2015, pp. 16-17), a verb plus an adverb may still fall short
of clarity and conciseness. However, due to time constraints, it is difficult to describe
this action in detail to highlight the stereotypically feminine behaviours. Even with a full
explanation, the comic action is likely to lose the dramatic effect within a long string of
words. During the discussion, one user representative suggested a neat reference, 77
20 77 “The Drunken Concubine,” to highlight Disheng’s feminine behaviour in a
metaphorical way (Table 3). This reference is to a well-known story in which Emperor
Xuanzong of Tang’s beloved beauty, Yang Guifei, gets adorably drunk at a banquet.
Co-creators agreed that using such a metaphorical reference to compare Disheng, a
male character, to this famous beauty, would accentuate the incongruity for humorous
effect. This concise linguistic metaphor also mitigates the time constraint, a significant
barrier for audio describing humour (Martinez-Sierra, 2010).

Initial draft Final version

AD: B i A AT o | AD: A A AR AT
Translation: Drunk Disheng Ai lies | Translation: Disheng Ai reclines on the
seductively on the stone steps. stone steps like the Drunken

Concubine.
Table 3. An example of verbalising the incongruity.

Other humour mechanisms in the clip were verbalised in a similar way, such as twists
and silliness. To illustrate briefly, when the character Zhuyu Zhang makes his first
appearance, he looks like a martial arts master. But when he shows Qinggong, an airy
movement like flying, he falls heavily to the ground. This twist was verbalised using the
contrastive linking words #7%7 ‘who would have thought’ and % ‘even, unbelievable,’
combined with a tone change in the AD voicing from admiration to mockery. In another
scene, when Zhuyu lies completely still on a recliner, a person nearby puts fingers in
front of Zhuyu'’s nose to test if he is alive or not, making Zhuyu look sillier. A commonly
recognised northern dialect expression, 47 “7/L/% ‘still have breath or not,” is then
used to mock the silliness of Zhuyu’s posture. Dore (2020, p. 277) also notes that the
Italian AD of the comedy The Big Sick is sometimes evocative in its attempt to suggest
certain mechanisms, such as suspense, providing further support for this approach.
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4.2. Adding new verbal humour cues

The co-creation team added five new verbal humour cues in the AD. One involved
singing a line of the AD. Two examples involved retaining laughter by the audio
describer. Two examples involved an exaggerated description of movement.

For example, in one scene, the two characters have a staring competition with a hawk.
The hawk flaps its wings and teeters frantically on a branch. While the two characters
wait for the hawk to fall and lose the game, the hawk regains its balance and settles.
Based on the team’s analysis, such a twist made the two characters look sillier,
possibly amusing the audience. As Table 4 shows, the initial AD was S/ 4/ A 42—
TN Eg T 2 ‘However, the hawk only stumbles and regains its balance.” The comedy
artists pointed out that this sounded a bit bland. After trying many unsatisfactory factual
descriptions for the action, the comedy artists suggested slight exaggerations,
describing this image as Z£/& K~ 2 4% £ —1¢ ‘the hawk just makes a feint one shot.’ The
Chinese four-character phrase /%Z -2 —## refers to confusing the opponent through
dummy moves. The source visual information does not make clear what has caused
the hawk to act like that, but the co-creators believed that adding this subtly
exaggerated cue could make the hawk look more strategic and the two characters
sillier, thereby amplifying the humorous effect. When applying this creative description,
the co-creators agreed that the sound effect of the hawk flapping its wings first rapidly,
and then to a steady rhythm, should be left audible. This helps to communicate that
the hawk gradually regains its balance, a detail not included in the proposed
‘exaggerated’ AD. This interaction between the AD and the sound effects illustrates the
expressive flexibility of the meaning-making repertoires which the compound nature of
audiovisual humour (Martinez-Sierra, 2020) offers to the audio describer. A similar
point has been made by O’Sullivan (2013), that multimodal texts offer expressive
opportunities as well as challenges to the translator. If the narrative details are also
carried by other elements, the AD has more room for creativity and emphasis on the
dramatic value.

Initial draft Final version
AD: ZESR ! IEIE I L2080, 24 | AD: 881 HE/E WIF A P, FRE

M PN —BR, X575 H CHIX
w2 lg, BB G — TR =

Translation: Suddenly, the hawk flaps its
wings, tottering frantically! The two
people feel alert and have to restrain
their excitement. However, the hawk
only stumbles and regains its balance.

B PTG — IR, BRITHEIER 2
(FH)  JZE—1 (B

Translation: Suddenly, the hawk flaps its
wings, tottering frantically! The two
people feel alert. However, the hawk
(short pause for the sound effect of
wings flapping) just makes a feint attack

(suppressed laughter).

Table 4. An example of adding new verbal humour cues in AD.

New verbal cues can also be introduced to the vocal delivery. During the co-creation
process, user representatives suggested that when voicing funny scenes, | could
occasionally retain my laughter in the AD as a natural response. In the example above,
when | voiced the last line of the AD, the team agreed to maintain my suppressed
laughter as a subtle way to mock the characters’ silliness. According to user
representatives, the laughter could make them feel more engaged. Helal Birjandi et al.
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(2025) note a similar phenomenon in the Persian audio-described version of Shaun
the Sheep, where one scene is accompanied by the audio describer’s laughter. Helal
Birjandi et al. believe the laughter could be an emotive touch for the audience (p. 70).
However, Lopez Rubio (2024, p. 455) shows that AD users hold different opinions
about the idea of using a jocular tone for audio describing humour, and most object to
it. This is in line with the neutral voicing conventions which have long been recognised
as the norm in the AD field (Fryer, 2016, p. 88). Previous scholars (e.g., Cabeza-
Caceres, 2013) have found that emphatic, emotional AD delivery generated lower
enjoyment in users. Jankowska et al. (2023) argue, on the other hand, that film genre,
voice type and emotional valence can influence the voicing style, and that an emphatic
voice may be beneficial for comedies. The choice of AD voicing seems not limited to
an expressive vs. neutral binary frame but may be influenced by a number of factors.
Although the practice of adding the audio describer’s laughter seemed a promising
expressive resource in this study, it still needs further examination regarding its
applicable contexts, audience reception and so on.

These more or less subtle new verbal humour cues can compensate for inevitable
losses of some of the visual humour. As Martinez-Sierra points out (2021, p. 35), when
consuming audio-described comedy products, audiences with visual impairments can
experience their humorous pleasure from different meaning-making resources without
the need to rely on exactly the same ones used by sighted people. This also provides
a rationale for complementing the comedic effect with new verbal humour cues.

4.3. Avoiding stereotypes and sensitive expressions

Humour is a multifaceted phenomenon, and when associated with social or cultural
topics inappropriately, humour can become stereotypical or offensive. Our co-creation
team encountered this five times in the clip: once in relation to a gendered expression;
once in relation to a vulgar word, and three times in relation to the theme of death. For
example, in one scene, Disheng Ai, with Xiao Ma’s consciousness in his body, bursts
into tears when recalling his/her previous tough life. The appearance of this big male
character significantly conflicts with the act of wailing, which here is associated more
with Xiao’s femininity. In the initial AD draft, | used a humorous expression to highlight
the incongruity: X8 2E 41 171169 % FE 57 ‘Disheng Ai is crying like a baby girl.” 2277, a
casual colloquial term in Chinese for women/girls, has a negative meaning, which
disparages women, and has been frequently used to mock people for being overly
delicate. This AD caused dissatisfaction among the comedy artists. They considered
that this ‘humour’ might have been accepted in the past, but today, it was unfunny and
made women feel disrespected. User representatives further added that the feminine
characteristics could also be deduced from the squeaky sound of Disheng’s crying,
thus enabling them to perceive the incongruity mechanism and get the joke. As
Martinez-Sierra (2020) highlights and as we mentioned in the section above, the
humour in audiovisual products is a multimodal negotiation and the missing of certain
elements does not inevitably result in the missing of the overall humorous experience.
Here, unlike the previous example in section 4.1, the incongruity mechanism still works
without the funny visuals. After discussion, the final version reverted to a plain
description of the visual details without the inappropriately gendered term.

Death proved to be another sensitive topic. When one supporting character, Xiunian,
shows his martial arts skills on the highway, he is run over by a series of cars. The
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initial draft used an internet slang phrase, #£Z# ‘hopelessly dead.” However, one user
representative believed that it was not appropriate to make fun of someone’s tragedy,
and such humorous descriptions should be avoided. The other user representative
added that he was unfamiliar with this internet slang. They both favoured simply
describing the cars crashing into the character. Reminiscent of the cinematic technique
of slow motion, comedy artists suggested relying on a slow and prolonged tone to hint
at the imminence of death.

In the examples above, the audio describer’s proposed interventions were rejected,
and the objective versions were agreed to be more appropriate. This supports the
finding of previous research which shows that “vague and short descriptions” tend to
be used by Chinese audio describers for sensitive visual content (Liu, 2023, pp. 187-
188). As the ADLAB guidelines highlight, AD wording and style are always context-
dependent and can be determined by many characteristics of both the source and the
target (Taylor, 2015, pp. 46-47). Our findings therefore suggest that creative AD is not
a one-size-fits-all solution for humour, but must maintain a balance with objectivity,
depending on context. For sensitive topics, audio describers should carefully consider
discourse norms and ethical issues. Only in this way can the products be truly
accessible, funny, and friendly for all.

5. Lessons on collaborative working

Collaborative working mode refers to the engagement of different agents, perspectives
and experiences in the meaning-making process. Reflecting on the co-creation team’s
work, and combined with the analysis of the co-creators’ comments, we identify three
aspects of the collaboration as particularly salient: engaging with creatives, engaging
with diverse users with visual impairments, and power relations.

5.1. Engaging with creatives

Collaboration in creative AD has usually involved the creative team behind the original
media (see section 2.2). It is argued that this ensures that a voice representing the
source material is included (Fels et al., 2006b, p. 74) and that the overall AD team will
have the authority to adapt the source material where necessary (Fryer, 2018). Not
only did these studies involve the original creators, but they were initiated, or at least
co-initiated, by them. As Patiniotaki (2022) observes, such a scenario requires that
“creators [of the arts/media] [...] be aware [of] and in complete agreement with the
provision of AD” (p. 147). In the absence of buy-in from the original creative team, an
audio describer must seek either “alternative routes of integration or a more traditional
approach” (p. 148). This is the case with our project. | did not find media makers
interested in collaborating on an AD of their own work, which may reflect a certain lack
of AD/accessibility awareness in the Chinese media industry.

When reflecting on the current relationship among the three sets of stakeholders
involved in AD production (media makers, accessibility groups, and users with visual
impairments), the co-creators in this project pointed out the same problem. According
to them, accessibility groups represent the main facilitators of AD development in
China. They are responsible for event organisation, material selection, AD standard-
setting and exhibition. Users with visual impairments also contribute by making
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requests and providing advice. By comparison, the engagement of media makers is
limited:

Tang: From my experience as a student [in comedy creation], when we create student work, we
rarely approach diverse user groups. However, some student clubs have been focusing on this
area and organising relevant [accessible] events.

[.]

Zhu: One result [of filmmakers not caring much about this issue] is the delay, always delay [in
producing accessible versions of these products by the third party].

While the participation of external creatives was beneficial to our AD script, the co-
creators explicitly advocated for the inclusion of the original creative team as very
desirable for future AD projects. As noted by Ye and Jie (2023, p. 229), the current
engagement of media makers in China’s AD development seems mostly limited to
authorising AD groups to use their completed work. As our co-creators observed, the
fact that AD is still an afterthought by media makers tends to cause problems, including
delays in producing the accessible version of a film until after its theatrical run or even
later. The 2025 Spring Festival Gala, organised by China Media Group, launched its
sign language and audio-described versions simultaneously with its original version.
To the best of our knowledge, this was the first attempt at the official level where the
original creative team initiated and fully engaged in producing the accessible version
together with media accessibility experts and user representatives. This approach was
repeated in the 2026 Gala, which might set a new trend in China to engage media
makers more in the accessibility process.

5.2. Engaging with diverse users with visual impairments

Viewers with visual impairments may have different sight conditions. According to the
national Classification and Grading Criteria of Disability, visual impairment in China is
divided into blindness and low vision based on visual acuity or visual field radius
(Yantian District Civil Affairs Bureau, 2025). Different types of visual impairments vary
in visual memory and residual vision, which may impact consumption of audio-
described products. Chmiel and Mazur (2021, p. 564) found that types of visual
impairment (congenital blindness, non-congenital blindness, and low vision) can
modulate AD preferences, including in relation to objective descriptions of characters;
audiences with low vision are more likely to accept such subjective judgements as they
can see some of the source images (p. 560). The user representatives in our project
felt that their views could not represent all the experiences of members of their
community:

Qi (pseudonym): As an individual who became blind [several] years ago, | don’t know the situation
of those congenitally blind, and the way they think or understand the world.

[.]

Qi (pseudonym): | can only represent a very small group of audience with visual impairment [...]
In the future, can we invite more individuals with visual impairments to join the collaborative
working process?

Along similar lines, the recent Workshop for Inclusive Co-created Audio Description
(W-ICAD) model also suggests that each co-creation group should be made up of
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“partially blind, blind, and sighted co-creators to embrace, acknowledge, and integrate
their diverse voices within co-created descriptions” (Eardley et al., 2024, p. 223).

5.3. Power relations: authority and dialogue

The co-creators applied their expertise and exerted power in different aspects of our
project (see section 4). They shared that they enjoyed dialogue and deep interaction
with members from different communities, which not only improved the AD quality, but
also gained them first-hand insights into each other’s lives and opinions, as shown in
the quotes below. This suggests that, through close dialogue, team AD can facilitate
the interaction “that surpasses the cognitive capacities” (Hirvonen et al., 2023, p. 37)
and can allow access to be a “social process” (Reviers & Hanoulle, 2023, p. 117).

Zhu: This working pace enables people with different views to get to know each other better and
then to work together for one shared goal.

[.]

Qi (pseudonym): As persons with visual impairment, we can engage in the production process
behind the scenes, knowing what creative teams’ work looks like and their workflow.

Though rare, some minor challenges or frictions cropped up. Comedy creators seemed
to experience some uncertainty in how to interact appropriately with user
representatives. As Tang said, ‘I have not interacted with persons with impairments
before [...] | was afraid that | made some mistakes [...] | have indeed realised that
there are some aspects we should consider.” When using what turned out to be
inappropriate humorous descriptions to mock one character’s death, the comedy
creators and | did not realise there was a problem until one user representative
approached me after the team discussion and expressed his discomfort with mocking
someone’s tragedy. Only after this did the team revisit this point further and change to
a more tactful description.

These subtle frictions were not escalated in this project, mainly because much of the
authority still rested with me (the first author), as | was the initiator, convenor, designer
of the research and audio describer in this situated research practice. Because the
research was designed to listen to the voices of co-creators and lean into the
collaborative approach, | was quite happy for the co-creators to push back against
some of my initial suggestions. This would not necessarily be the case in a study with
multiple creative stakeholders invested in their individual creative input. For example,
in Marinetti and Rose’s (2013) collaborative translation project for a theatre
performance, the team experienced tense conflicts and a temporary halt to the
collaborative activities. This is because Marinetti's and Rose’s expectations and
professional dispositions as researcher-translators were different from those of the
artistic team, and their authority was weakened by the director’s “own authority and his
professional legitimacy” (p. 175). We should also bear in mind that if the original
creative team are involved in the production of AD, this may create different dynamics
again.
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6. Conclusion

Visual humour requires nuanced AD treatment in order to be still funny. This
exploratory study employed a creative collaborative AD approach to address a comedy
fragment and prioritise its comedic value. Visual humour mechanisms can be verbally
refracted or recreated and new verbal humour cues can be added. Solutions such as
the inclusion of laughter by the audio describer were well-received by the co-creation
team. At the same time, creative solutions were not always found to be appropriate.
They were sometimes rejected, and a more objective approach reinstated, especially,
though by no means only, when dealing with sensitive topics.

Our study also sheds light on practising a collaborative working mode for AD creation
in the Chinese context. External creatives can make significant contributions to AD,
though our co-creators still felt that the participation of the original creative team would
be the ideal. A co-creation team should consider user representatives with different
sight conditions, not assuming that any individual represents the whole community.
While power relations did not prove a significant problem in our study, this is likely to
be because the audio describer was also the lead researcher and heavily invested in
making the collaboration work. Scaling up collaborative approaches to AD will require
each co-creator being open to trusting other members and their expertise, and to
familiarising themselves with the norms and needs of other communities involved.

As an exploratory study, this project involved a small team of student comedy creators
and user representatives in a university setting. In the future, AD co-creation could
invite artistic teams behind the working material and start from the pre-production stage
in a fully authentic practical environment. It could also invite external creatives, not
involved with the original material, but in a more authentic industry setting. The
existence of a previous AD script for the film, which we were unable to consider in
detail in our study, could also allow for further research, e.g., a comparative reception
study.

On the basis of our study, we argue that co-creation is a promising approach to the
creation of AD scripts for humorous content and that creative approaches to the AD of
humour have great entertainment potential. It remains to be seen whether ‘creative AD’
becomes more widely used as an alternative to the conventional objective approach,
but our study also shows that hard and fast distinctions cannot necessarily be drawn
between the ‘creative’ and the ‘objective’ approach, because both types of solution are
represented in our AD script based on the specific context, the nature of the material,
and the views of a variety of co-creators.
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Appendix: Chinese AD script

Co-created by Qinghan Qi (pseudonym), Jinglan Su, Yingyi Tang, Zi Ye, Xiaoqi Yu,
Junyi Zhu (listed in alphabetical order).

A OGS, TN RS KT, KRS, ESBEK.
QPNTREA )

EYNS T
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RS, TR KA

(<" 2j5]

KRB TERATHATA S A, 87— SRk, SE0 T AL,

[“Rte” 2J7)

NG, (R B, R AFAE, BHRIER, (e A,

BRI SAAH BRI B T BAARE S, R, BN BT
Tk CRFEESD, e MRE, BB SEBEIE AR (.

[ R 2E]

KRG NI R, AT HedtoRs sk s f% ik
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/N R By B
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FUAETZKIN | BT B AESE s | (54 1!

Notes

" Throughout this article, we refer to Mainland China as China.

2 All instances of ‘I’ in this paper refer to the first author, and ‘we’ refers to all the authors, except when
these pronouns appear in quotations.
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